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Abstract 
This Master Thesis describes the Global Sourcing environment of Fashion retailers 
related to Supply Chain Management and Supplier Relationship Management. Problems 
and causes encountered in the Global Sourcing environment have been analyzed by 
conducting an exploratory study. This resulted in the design of a framework which takes 
Product and Organizational Characteristics of the fashion retailers into account. This 
framework enables to identify the focus areas when designing a proper Global Sourcing 
Strategy for Fashion retailers.  
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Management Summary  
During the last decades, purchasing has played an increasingly important role in the 
savings and profitability objectives of major companies. The worldwide competitive 
pressure from markets and consumers has forced many companies to improve the quality 
of their products on the one hand and to lower the cost of the products on the other hand. 
Since this is not the easiest thing to do, companies started to seek out the best suppliers 
in the world that could bring them at a higher competitive level. Many Asian and East 
European countries could meet these requirements since they had an abundance of cheap 
and skilled labour to offer. These attractive sourcing opportunities led to new challenges 
for companies. Global Sourcing as a result, became an important topic on the 
management agenda.  
 
This study is carried out at Capgemini Consulting, global leader in consulting, 
technology, outsourcing, and local professional services. This research has investigated 
the Global Sourcing processes of eleven Dutch fashion retailers in order to give answer to 
the following research question:  
 
How can Supplier Relationship Management support Global Sourcing strategy to contribute to 
the performance of fashion retailers?  
 
Since sourcing activities of fashion retailers received less attention in the Global Sourcing 
studies, the academic significance of this study is high. To enable to answer to the overall 
research question, five sub-questions were derived:  
 

1. What are the current problems with suppliers related to Global Sourcing processes in the 
Fashion Industry? 

 
2. What are the causes of these problems with regard to suppliers? 

 
3. How are these problems related to each other? 

 
4. In which way do these problems influence Global Sourcing processes of fashion retailers 

and what is the impact of the problems on their performance?  
 

5. How can these problems be solved in order to increase the performance of fashion 
retailers?  

 
Within this project, a literature study was conducted which has led to the following 
findings. First, any Global Sourcing strategy should be aligned to the specific 
organizational characteristics of the fashion retailer. Furthermore, sourcing strategy and 
supplier competences should be aligned with Supply Chain Management. In addition, 
when implementing Supplier Relationship Management, consistent supplier monitoring 
and evaluation is required. These findings are visualized in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1: The three bodies of knowledge strengthened with the findings from the literature review 
 
An exploratory study through in-depth interviews among nine fashion retailers was 
conducted in order to answer the first four sub-questions. The first sub-question was 
stated as follows:  
 
Sub-question 1:  What are the problems with suppliers related to Global Sourcing processes in 
the Fashion Industry? 
 
The Global Sourcing processes were analyzed and five main problems were identified. 
The first problem identified encountered the lack of planning and preparation among the 
fashion retailers concerned with regard to their design processes. Therefore the first 
problem was stated as: ‘Ad hoc design process’. The second problem identified encountered 
problems in the selection of right source of supply. Adequate source selection suffered 
from time restrictions. Consequently, the second problem was stated as ‘Supplier 
Selection’. The third problem was identified related to difficulties within the sampling 
processes. This problem was identified as: ‘Nonconformity in sample’. The fourth problem 
encountered problems related to timely supply and insufficient control of suppliers. This 
problem was stated as ‘Nonconformity in order’. The fifth and last identified problem was 
due to lack of supply chain visibility and unknown lead times which resulted in 
‘Inadequate Lead time control’. These five problems were visualized in a cause and effect 
diagram with ‘Lost sales’ as the resulting main problem.  
 
The answer to the second sub-question: 
 
Sub-question 2: What are the causes of the problems with regard to suppliers? 
 
was presented in the cause and effect diagram. The causes of the identified problems 
were diverse, resulting from problematic issues related to the supplier, as well as the 
buyer, their relationship and external factors.  
 
Sub-question 3: How are these problems related to each other? 
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Remarkable was the fact that the fashion retailers who shared the least information about 
the problems with the suppliers, encountered the most problems related to the five key 
problem issues. The problems were related to each other on strategic, tactical and 
operational level and therefore focus on multiple levels is necessary.  
 
Sub-question 4: In which way do these problems influence the Global Sourcing processes and 
what is the impact of the problems on the performance?  
 
All the fashion retailers emphasized that the problems that were identified resulted in lost 
sales. And, as a result of this, low customer satisfaction. 
 
Next, the findings of our empirical study were confronted with our findings from 
literature. Four key findings from the confrontation between theory and practice were 
emphasized. The first key finding included the alignment of the Fashion Product 
characteristics with the Global Sourcing strategy of the fashion retailer. Important aspects 
to consider when designing a proper Global Sourcing strategy for fashion retailers were 
found to be: (1) ‘Level of fashion content’, (2) ‘The price-quality ratio of the product’, and 
(3) ‘Volume of the product’. The second key finding related to the alignment of the 
fashion retailer’s Organizational characteristics to the Global Sourcing strategy. These 
characteristics included: (1) ‘Firm size’, (2) ‘Selling points’, (3) ‘Reputation’, (4) ‘Global 
Sourcing experience’, (5) ‘Firm’s power’, and (6) ‘Key targets’. The product and 
organizational characteristics were visualized as input for the Global Sourcing processes 
of fashion retailers in Figure 2. The third key finding emphasized the importance of the 
proper fit  between ‘Supplier’s competence’ and the fashion retailer’s Global Sourcing 
processes. The last key finding related to the importance of ‘Buyer’s competence’. These 
two focus areas were visualized together with other focus areas in the middle part of 
Figure 2. Hence, Figure 2 represents a comprehensive model in terms of what factors to 
consider when designing a proper Global Sourcing strategy for fashion retailers.  
 
The last sub-question: 
 
Sub-question 5: How can these problems be reduced in order to increase the performance of the 
fashion retailers?  
 
is answered as follows. Since there is a substantial difference between fashion retailers in 
terms of product and organizational characteristics and problem areas, there is no one 
best solution to reduce the problems in order to increase the performance of the fashion 
retailers. However, by focusing on the most important Product Characteristics and 
Organizational Characteristics, the Focus areas can be determined. The Global Sourcing 
strategy, the focus areas in Supply Chain Management, and the monitoring and 
evaluating of them will result in a reduction of problems. As a consequence, the fashion 
retailer will benefit from a reduction of lost sales and a higher customer satisfaction (see 
Output in Figure 2).  
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Figure 2: Design of the framework for fashion retailers in Global Sourcing processes 
 
The answers to the sub-questions provide the foundation for the answer to our overall 
research question:  
 
“How can Supplier Relationship Management support Global Sourcing strategy to contribute to 
the performance of fashion retailers?”  
 
Based upon our findings, Supplier Relationship Management (SRM) should be aligned 
with the fashion retailer’s Global Sourcing strategy. Not only Product characteristics and 
Organizational characteristics within the strategy should be aligned with SRM. Also the 
areas (1) Supplier’s competence, (2) Buyer’s competence, (3) Cost, (4) Quality, (5) Lead 
time, (6) Flexibility, (7) Product Characteristics, and (8) Corporate Social Responsibility in 
the Supply Chain Management are important input factors to SRM. Using our suggested 
framework, fashion retailers can focus on those processes which are truly important. 
These processes should be monitored and evaluated in a consistent way. When doing so, 
this will positively contribute to the performance of the fashion retailers. Our framework 
recognizes that every fashion retailer has its own objectives, organizational characteristics 
and its own focus areas. Therefore no general recipes are suggested here. This explains 
why we titled our report: ‘Does one size fit all?’. There clearly is no one best solution for 
fashion retailers to solve the many issues and challenges represented by their Global 
Sourcing strategies and practices. Each retailer has to determine its own focus areas from 
the presented framework in order to increase its business performance.  
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Introduction 

1.1 Global Sourcing in the Fashion Industry 
During the last decades, purchasing has played an increasingly important role in the 
savings and profitability objectives of major companies. The worldwide competitive 
pressure from markets and consumers has forced many companies to improve the quality 
of their products on the one hand and to lower the cost of the products on the other hand. 
Since this is not the easiest thing to do, companies started to seek out the best suppliers 
in the world that could bring them to a higher competitive level. Many Asian and East 
European countries could meet these requirements since they had an abundance of cheap 
and skilled labour to offer. These attractive sourcing opportunities led to new challenges 
for companies and the term globalization reached a whole new dimension. In several 
definitions of globalization “interdependence”, “connectivity” and “integration of 
economies” were terms that emphasized not only the easiness of information cycles 
through the globe, but also the need of companies to gain more global competitiveness 
with support from other companies. For the purchasing strategies the globalization could 
bring a lot of benefits, but the road to capture these benefits is challenging and tough.  
 
Although international trade and globalization are as old as humankind, from the new 
dimension of globalization, the terms International Purchasing and Global Sourcing 
came up in the early 1980s. Monczka et al. (2009) have emphasized the difference of 
these terms. According to them international purchasing “relates to a commercial 
purchase transaction between a buyer and a supplier located in different countries”. Since 
country borders are crossed, international purchasing is more complex than a domestic 
purchase, but still is by far not as complex as Global Sourcing. The latter is defined by the 
same authors as different from international purchasing in scope and complexity and 
“involves proactively integrating and coordinating common items and materials, 
processes, designs, technologies, and suppliers across worldwide purchasing, engineering 
and operating locations”.   
 
Over the years, the types of the procured products have changed. Where it started in the 
early 1980s with raw materials as the largest category of import, this changed into 
finished goods at the end of the 1980s. This trend clearly shows that retailers also became 
important participants in Global Sourcing and that not only manufacturers could benefit 
from the globalization (Cho and Kang, 2001).  
 
Although Global Sourcing became more important for retailers due to cost savings and 
competitiveness, most of the Global Sourcing studies have focused exclusively on 
manufacturing firms and less attention has been paid to sourcing activities by retailers 
(Cho and Kang, 2001). Since manufacturers mostly dealt with parts and retailers with 
finished products, these studies did not directly apply to explain the sourcing processes of 
retailers. Furthermore, retailers have different characteristics than manufacturers since 
they are smaller in size and sourcing volume. Therefore, it can be stated that there is a 
need for studies in the Global Sourcing processes of retailers.  
 
The scope for this study encounters the retailers of garments. This industry is known as 
the apparel or the fashion industry. The word ‘fashion’ has a rather special meaning 
being associated with art, uniqueness or creativity and has some generally accepted 
definitions. According to Sproles (1981) fashion is ‘a temporary cyclical phenomena 
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adopted by consumers for a particular time and situation.' In other definitions the twin 
features of acceptance and change are stressed. Especially the latter feature plays an 
important role in the many problems for clothing manufacturers (Jones, 2006). In the 
UK Fashion Report (EMAP Fashion, 1998/99, p.154) this is strengthened with the 
following words:  
 
‘The main dynamic holding the industry back is the largely adversarial relationship of 
manufacturers and retailers. This inhibits best practice and generates supply chain 
inefficiencies which contribute to the lack of a competitive edge.’ 

1.2 Motivation of the Study 
Since the sourcing activities of fashion retailers received less attention in the Global 
Sourcing studies, the academic significance of this study is high. This research should 
result in insights in the Global Sourcing processes of fashion retailers and the problems 
that are encountered among the manufacturers and retailers. Existing research has shown 
the benefits of good buyer-supplier relationships in the apparel industry to gain more 
competitive advantage (Ganesan, 1994; Sheth and Sharma, 1997; Wuyts, 2007).  
 
This study is carried out at Capgemini Consulting, global leader in consulting, 
technology, outsourcing, and local professional services. Capgemini is headquartered in 
Paris, France, and operates in more than 36 countries with over 88,000 people in Europe, 
North America, and the Asia Pacific Region. Capgemini helps clients deal with changing 
business and technology issues in many industries. Each industry has its own unique 
requirements and challenges. Some of these industries are the automotive industry, 
consumer products, public sector and retail. The Master Thesis Project has taken place at 
the head office of Capgemini in Utrecht, the Netherlands. The department where the 
project was conducted is Capgemini Consulting, Supply Chain Management. The 
insights gained from this study will be of high practical significance since they can 
contribute to the business performance of the clients of Capgemini by making processes 
more effective and efficient in the complex and dynamic fashion industry.  

1.3 Problem definition 
In the orientation phase of this project several persons from Capgemini Manufacturing 
and Retail and Supply Chain Management were approached who are involved in the 
fashion industry. Since they have expertise in several fashion retailers they indicated that 
there are many differences between the strategies and that sourcing does not follow the 
strategy as quickly as would be preferred. From these discussions it became clear that 
many retailers would like to adapt their sourcing strategy in such way that higher returns 
can be expected. An interesting question that came up in the orientation phase was: How 
can an adapted sourcing strategy lead to higher returns for the fashion retailer?  
 
After the internal discussions at Capgemini, three fashion retailers were approached. This 
was done in order to get more feeling for the problems they deal with and consequently to 
define the problem definition and the research question more precisely. One of these 
firms indicated that the fashion products used to have a pyramid shape, with the trendy 
products at the top of the pyramid, the mainstream in the middle, and the discount at the 
bottom. Nowadays this has changed into the shape of an hourglass, since consumers are 
more conscious of what they buy and have not so much interest in mainstream products, 
and more in trendy and discount products. With this hourglass figure as the primary 
factor of the sourcing strategy the most challenging aspect for this firm is to receive the 
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products from the suppliers on a reliable basis. Another firm had still the pyramid figure 
and was trying to get the trendiest products (in the top of the pyramid) as fast as possible 
and from countries close by. The discount products have a high focus on Asian suppliers, 
since they can produce huge amounts for a relatively low price. Another aspect this firm 
highlighted was the fact that for innovativeness there is not much input from the Asian 
suppliers and all the new and fashionable input had to come from the firm itself. The last 
firm where an orienting interview was conducted had a sourcing strategy per product 
group. Each group has its own set of suppliers, but they have difficulties in finding new 
suppliers that anticipate on their needs.  
 
At the end of the orientation phase it became clear that many of the clients of Capgemini 
within the Fashion Industry have difficulties in the operational processes of their Global 
Sourcing activities. The long lead times, the quality of the products, the delivery of the 
products and the relationship with the supplier are just some of them. These difficulties 
lead directly (long delivery dates) or indirectly (quality of products) to lost sales since the 
consumer cannot find the garments in the stores. Taking these problems into account the 
following problem definition was formulated:   
 
The fashion retailers have insufficient control and visibility on the Global Sourcing processes 
with regard to the Supplier Relationship Management which leads to lost sales. 
 
This problem definition will be the leading problem of this research and the research 
questions and sub-questions of this study will be based on this problem. The research 
questions will now be dealt in the next sub-chapter.  

1.4 Research Question and Sub-questions 
The research question that steers this study is based on the problem definition as 
emphasized and reads as follows: 
 
How can Supplier Relationship Management support Global Sourcing strategy to contribute to 
the performance of fashion retailers?  
 
In order to come to an answer for this research question, the following sub-questions 
need to be considered: 
 

1. What are the current problems with suppliers related to Global Sourcing processes in the 
Fashion Industry? 
 

2. What are the causes of these problems with regard to suppliers? 
 

3. How are these problems related to each other? 
 

4. In which way do these problems influence Global Sourcing processes of fashion retailers 
and what is the impact of the problems on their performance?  

 
5. How can these problems be solved in order to increase the performance of fashion 

retailers?  
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1.5 Research Model and Research Method 

1.5.1 Research Model and Conceptual Project Design 
In the Research Model of this Master Thesis Project, the research question and sub-
questions are integrated in the three bodies of knowledge; Global Sourcing, Supply Chain 
Management and Supplier Relationship Management. The Research Model is presented 
in Figure 1.1, that visualizes how the treatment of the sub-questions is incorporated into 
the four phases of the Master Thesis Project: Orientation, Analysis, Design and 
Evaluation. The starting point of the project will be the Orientation phase (far left in the 
model). In the Orientation phase orienting interviews and a literature study with the three 
bodies of knowledge are used as input for the next phase. This will be presented in 
Chapter one and two. The next phase is the Analysis phase, which continues with in-
depth interviews in order to answer the sub-questions one to four. The analysis of the 
findings will be presented in Chapter three. After the analysis phase the design phase will 
be presented in Chapter four. The design of a framework for fashion retailers will be 
discussed together with the answer to the last sub-question, sub-question five. Finally, the 
last phase of the project, the Evaluation phase, will encompass the conclusions and 
recommendations (far right in Figure 1.1). The evaluation phase will be presented in the 
final chapter, Chapter five.    
 

 
 
Figure 1.1: Research Model of the Master Thesis Project 
 



 

5 

In order to support the project approach, the outline of the project is presented in a so-
called conceptual project design (Van Aken et al., 2005). Within this design the following 
elements are addressed: 
 

• The subject of the analysis; 
• Theoretical perspectives applied in the analysis; 
• A confrontation between theoretical perspectives and the subject of analysis; 
• The deliverables of the project. 

 
The subject of the conceptual project design is the first element and is the phenomenon 
that is examined. The Global Sourcing Processes will be analyzed in detail, therefore this 
will be the subject of analysis and can be seen in the right-hand box of the conceptual 
project design in Figure 1.2.  
 

Theory Global Sourcing

Theory Supply Chain 
Management

Theory Apparel Industry

Theory Supplier Relations

Global Sourcing 
Processes

Diagnosis
Exploration of design solution directions
Elaboration on most feasible design solution(s)

 
 
Figure 1.2: Conceptual Project Design of the Master Thesis Project 
 
The second element of the conceptual project design is the set of theoretical perspectives 
that are required to study the problem. These perspectives are represented in the left-
hand side of the model. Later on in the project, more theoretical fields that are likely to be 
important can be included. This will be based on a cause and effect diagram, 
 
The confrontation between theoretical perspectives and the subject of analysis in order to 
come to results and conclusions is symbolized with the arrows in the middle of the 
figure.  
 
The last element of the conceptual design, represented at the bottom of the model, refers 
to the deliverables of the project. Since the diagnosis and solutions cannot be specified in 
advance, a general reference to these deliverables is presented.  
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1.5.2 Research Method and Methodology 
This part will mainly discuss the methods that will be used in the analysis and diagnosis 
phase, but also in the exploration of design directions as depicted by Verschuren and 
Doorewaard (2005). In order to execute the Master Thesis Project a literature review will 
be combined with an empirical analysis. The literature review will focus on the critical 
points of current knowledge on the theoretical perspectives mentioned in the conceptual 
project design. With this review an unbiased and comprehensive view of earlier research 
on the fashion retailers, their Global Sourcing processes and their Supplier Relationship 
Management processes will be given. The empirical analysis will focus on delivering an 
intervention for the design, and will contain interviews with several fashion retailers. For 
this analysis the aim is to select 6-8 fashion retailers, and from each retailer the persons 
that are active on the Global Sourcing activities and Supplier Relationship Management 
of the company will be interviewed. These interviews will be used as input for the 
empirical analysis. The interviews will be semi-structured, themes will be used as a 
starting point, and questions will be prepared on beforehand, but there will also be room 
left for new questions, depending on what the interviewee says. The interview will be 
recorded for accuracy, unless the interviewee has objections. After the interview the 
conversation will be typed out, and will be sent to the person interviewed for validation of 
the data input. Furthermore, if preferred, the companies, or the persons interviewed, can 
stay anonymous.  

1.6 Deliverables 
The deliverables of the Master Thesis Project will be as follows: 
 

• Identification of the problems of Supplier Relations within the Global Sourcing 
processes of the Fashion Industry. An analysis and identification of the current 
problems of Supplier Relationship Management will be made in order to give an 
answer to the first sub-question.   

• Identification of the causes of the problems with Supplier Relations within Global 
Sourcing Processes of the Fashion Industry. An analysis and identification of the 
probable causes of the problems will be made in order to give an answer to the 
second sub-question.  

• Validation of the actual causes of the problems. A cause and effect diagram will be 
made as a preliminary investigation into the causes of the problem. Theoretical 
and empirical analyses are required to validate the causes and/or find additional 
causes.  

• Identification of the relationship of the problems of Supplier Relations within 
Global Sourcing Processes of the Fashion Industry. The problems will be analyzed 
and positioned in such a way that relations between the problems can be 
identified. This will be done in order to answer the third sub-question.   

• Analyze the influence and impact of these problems on the Global Sourcing 
processes. After identification of problems, causes and relations, the influence and 
impact of the problems on the Global Sourcing processes will be identified. This 
will be done in order to answer the fourth sub-question.  

• Analyze and identify possible solutions for the analyzed problems to increase the 
performance of the fashion retailers. Solutions for the (non) related problems will 
be developed and elaborated. Consequently, an answer to the last sub-question can 
be given in order to reduce the problems encountered.  
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1.7 Outline of the thesis 
In the first chapter, Chapter one, an introduction is given about Global Sourcing in the 
fashion industry, the problem definition, the research questions, research model and  
methodology. The second chapter will present a theoretical framework, based on the 
research model of this study. The main focus will be here on the Global Sourcing 
processes, Supply Chain Management, and Supplier Relationship Management. A 
perspective from the fashion industry will be taken into account. The third chapter will 
discuss the results from the exploratory study. The design and the results of the study will 
be presented in detail and will be discussed. The fourth chapter will contain the 
confrontation between the theory versus practice. Furthermore, the fourth chapter will 
include the designed framework. Finally the last chapter, Chapter five, will present 
conclusions of the study and recommendations.  



 

8 



 

9 

2 Theoretic framework: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 
In this chapter a literature review will be given about Global Sourcing, Supply Chain 
Management and Supplier Relationship Management. In Sub-section 1.5.1 these were 
emphasized as the three bodies of knowledge of this research. For this literature review 
the fashion retailing environment is taken into account for these three bodies of 
knowledge. For the improvement of the business performance of fashion retailers it is 
important that the management of the Global Sourcing processes, the Supply Chain and 
the supplier relationship is conducted accurately. The three bodies of knowledge will 
strengthen each other and this will eventually enhance the business performance. This is 
visualized in Figure 2.1. Taken this into account, this chapter will first give a literature 
review on Global Sourcing in Section 2.2, followed by a literature review on Supply Chain 
Management in Section 2.3. After that the Supplier Relationship Management will be 
discussed in Section 2.4. Finally in Section 2.5 the conclusions from literature will be 
related to the business performance of fashion retailers.  
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Figure 2.1: The three bodies of knowledge for the literature review 

2.2 Global Sourcing 

2.2.1 Definitions 
The first identification of Global Sourcing as a research topic is in the late 1980s and 
since then interest in Global Sourcing has rapidly risen. Many Western firms had a 
declining competitiveness and international purchasing became a key purchasing 
strategy.  
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Van Weele (2005) has defined purchasing as: “The management of the company’s 
external resources in such a way that the supply of all goods, services, capabilities and 
knowledge which are necessary for running, maintaining and managing the company’s 
primary and support activities is secured at the most favourable conditions”. The 
purchasing process model and some of the related concepts are visualized in Figure 2.2 
(Van Weele, 2005).  
 

 
Figure 2.2: The Purchasing process model (Van Weele, 2005) 
 
The purchasing function on top of Figure 2.2 covers the following activities (Van Weele, 
2005): 

- Determining the specification of the goods and services that need to be bought; 
- Selecting the most suitable supplier and developing procedures to select the best 

supplier; 
- Preparing and conducting negotiations with the supplier in order to establish an 

agreement and to write up the contract;  
- Placing the order with the selected supplier and/or to develop efficient purchase 

order and handling systems;  
- Monitoring and control of the order to secure supply (expediting); 
- Follow up and evaluation. 

 
What is interesting about this research topic is the fact that there are several terms used to 
describe the purchasing process from suppliers outside the buying firm’s country. 
Foreign sourcing, international sourcing, worldwide sourcing are just a few examples. 
One was replaced by another over the years which resulted in several studies with 
different topic names. Furthermore, Global Sourcing and international purchasing are 
often used interchangeably. Trent and Monczka (2003a) have emphasized the differences 
between these two terms and brought to light that ‘Global Sourcing involves proactively 
integrating and coordinating common items and materials, processes, designs, 
technologies, and suppliers across worldwide purchasing, engineering, and operating 
locations’. Global Sourcing is much more complex than international purchasing, but this 
does not mean that it has reached the maximum complexity. Trent and Monczka (2003a) 
notify that supply managers must realize that the definition of Global Sourcing will also 
change and move beyond the view as a way to integrate global strategies across functional 
groups and locations.  
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2.2.2 Drivers for Global Sourcing 
Since the identification of Global Sourcing, significant changes have taken place in Global 
Sourcing strategy. In the early years cost savings was one of the primary drivers. Most of 
the firms want to achieve high quality products at a low cost, in mature markets with little 
differentiation cost reduction which provides a competitive advantage in the market. In 
the 1990s this was followed by quality and reliability concerns, since it became clear that 
focusing on cost savings alone was not sufficient (Edgell et al., 2008; Kotabe and Murray, 
2004). Firms were advised to source globally by using the best external suppliers in the 
world in order to improve competitiveness (Mol et al., 2002). According to Van Weele 
(2005), “a company’s competitive position is directly related to the competitiveness of its 
supply base, companies have adopted a global scope towards sourcing issues”. In the 
competitive business environment it is very important to provide qualitative products to 
the consumers. Furthermore, it is a good way to establish a good reputation and to foster 
product loyalty. The availability of a product is also often emphasized as a driver for 
Global Sourcing. Often, firms are dependent on foreign suppliers simply because the 
product is not available in the firm’s own country. All studies emphasize drivers like the 
importance of cost, quality and availability, and sometimes some other elements, but the 
decision to source international does not solely depend on drivers since it is a complicated 
comparison between drivers, barriers, motivators and inhibitors (Quintens et al., 2005). 
Drivers for outsourcing have been defined as cyclical. In slower economic times, cost is 
identified as a significant factor, and in better economic times, the other benefits played a 
greater factor. Since the economic slowdown in 2008, cost has again become more 
prominent. Nevertheless, cost-saving drivers on their own tend to be short-term solutions, 
but from research in this topic (Edgell et al., 2008), it has occurred that projects driven by 
values or service issues tend to be more successful.  

2.2.3 Challenges, Risks and Problems 
As mentioned earlier, Global Sourcing is difficult and complex, and although it can bring 
firms significant benefits, it is a tough road to achieve these. Within the Global Sourcing 
environment six major challenges are identified by Schaibly (2004); (1) Identifying 
foreign sources of supply, (2) Qualifying foreign sources of supply, (3) Collaborating and 
negotiating with foreign suppliers, (4) On-site evaluation/assessments of foreign 
suppliers, (5) Formalizing strategies across regions, divisions, and sites, and finally (6) 
Managing the development and training for foreign suppliers. In addition to these 
challenges, the existing literature has identified many more challenges and risks of Global 
Sourcing, including among others, transportation delays, cultural and language 
differences, and lack of technology and capacity of foreign sources. Cho and Kang (2001) 
have categorized all these challenges and risks into three groups, namely: The first group 
encounters logistic support; Global Sourcing generally covers longer distances which in 
turn creates longer lead times. This requires more inventories and creates more 
possibilities for things to go wrong.  The second group is about cultural differences and is 
considered as one of the most difficult challenges a buying firm has to deal with in the 
international business environment. Differences in cultural values, language and 
attitudes can cause miscommunication and can create further problems in supplier 
evaluation and product inspection. The third and last group of challenges is regulations. 
Government regulations can influence Global Sourcing in tariffs and quotas.  
 
Not only challenges and risks are mentioned in earlier studies, also problems in Global 
Sourcing are emphasized. According to Monczka et al. (2006), the following primary 
problems are encountered when sourcing globally: Lengthened material / components / 
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service lead times, Supplier delivery, Supplier quality, Locating and evaluating qualified 
suppliers and Lack of qualified business unit personnel to support the worldwide process. 
In the beginning, these problems are called ‘major’, but soon it is said that the problems 
are ‘moderate’ and that they can, in general, be overcome with focus and resources. It is 
not really clear for the author of this literature review what size the problems have, and 
what is precisely meant by the primary problems, since the terms are very general. 
Additionally, it remains unclear what kind of focus and resources are required in order to 
overcome the problems. To conclude, it is remarkable that Monczka et al. (2006) do not 
emphasize any problems in cultural differences and regulations, emphasized as the 
second and third group respectively by Cho and Kang (2001). It is not clear why these 
problems are not seen as primary and why they are left out of scope.  

2.2.4 Critical Success Factors 
In order to achieve improved global performance outcomes, Critical Success Factors 
(CSF) have been identified by Trent and Monczka (2003b) and can be seen in Figure 2.3. 
The four highest rated critical success factors will now be elaborated on. 

 
 

 
Figure 2.3: The highest rated critical success factors in Global Sourcing (Trent and Monckza 2003b) 
 
Personnel with required knowledge, skills and abilities has been emphasized as the most 
serious problem. Skills and abilities of supply personnel across geographic locations seem 
to be very dissimilar. Personnel has to be sufficient in not only cost analytic skills and 
developing global contracts, but also in communication skills, presentation skills and 
being able to work effectively with other cultures. Recruiting qualified personnel is a 
difficult barrier since the knowledge and skills required for Global Sourcing differ 
significantly from purchasing.  
  
Availability of required information is a CSF which encounters a listing of existing contracts 
and suppliers, reports on supplier capabilities and performance and information about 
potential new suppliers. Whether this information is shared in company’s intranet or 
through templates and reports is up to the company’s communication methods.  
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Awareness of potential global suppliers is difficult to create since identifying potential global 
suppliers is not a simple process, especially in emerging sourcing regions. Particularly 
since sourcing companies seem to have a high degree of comfort and loyalty to their 
current supply database.  
  
Time for personnel to develop global strategies is an important CSF since the lack of time can 
influence Global Sourcing effectiveness majorly. But since it is a scarce resource other 
possibilities have to be created in order to intercept, e.g. by using another extra human 
resource that manages the time-intensive tasks.   

2.2.5 Global Sourcing and the Fashion industry 
When sourcing became  more systematic and scientific, greater emphasis has been 
placed upon the selection of suppliers and the role they would fulfil. The fashion buyers 
were in earlier years more free to buy impulsively than the current fashion buyers. Over 
the years foreign manufacturers improved their quality and skills base. For that reason, 
European and American retailers started to have a decreasing loyalty to their own home-
produced fashion merchandise. As home produced versus imported price differentials 
widened in favour of imports, combined with improving quality and design from 
overseas, there was no reason for the fashion buyer anymore to carry on fighting the 
inevitable. Originally, the centre of migration of European fashion buyers and suppliers 
from Far East, was in Hong Kong and Taiwan, mainly occurred as a result of the need for 
cost savings. Where in the beginning Far Eastern products often lacked quality and 
design, this is no longer the case. Improvements in technology led to well known 
innovative design and high quality from the Far East (Jackson and Shaw, 2001). The main 
reason for fashion buyers to source overseas is generally a cheaper cost price, as 
emphasized earlier. However, fashion buyers have to be aware of the bulk of hidden costs 
when sourcing globally. For example, the initial product cost quoted may not always 
include the complete cost of delivery to the distribution centre. Table 2.1 shows the range 
of hidden costs for fashion buyers when sourcing globally.  
 
Hidden cost Explanation 

• Currency fluctuations Make interpreting the true cost price of a product difficult, 
although most retailers buy currency in advance to try and limit 
the impact of this on the cost and selling price of the product.  

• Quota Exporting companies often buy and sell quota from their own 
government’s agencies, the price of quota often rising towards the 
end of a quota period because as quota becomes scarcer it is thus 
more valuable: without quota, overseas supplier can at present not 
sell to European retailers. 

• Delayed delivery With distances, transport complexities and the generally large size 
of import orders, delays in delivery always lead to lost sales in 
shops.  

• Inability to repeat quickly Unlike domestic suppliers, shipping lead times make the 
possibility of repeat orders within a season less likely from Far 
Eastern suppliers. 

• Methods of transportation Most fashion products are carried by ship over long distances 
owing to cost effectiveness; using airfreight, while much faster 
than ship, can be prohibitively expensive increasing garment costs 
by as much as 30%, which will automatically decrease final 
profitability. 

• Increased management 
costs 

Foreign trips to suppliers, increased communication costs 
(including sampling), increased management time and 
involvement all add to the real cost of a garment. 

• Dedicated foreign sourcing Some retailers have opened foreign sourcing or buying offices to 
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offices manage overseas production, quality standards and delivery. These 
can be notoriously expensive to run and maintain. Often these 
offices will take a commission from the cost price negotiated. In 
some instances, retailers will retain foreign buying agencies, 
which are run directly using a dedicated foreign sourcing office. 

• Increased inventory costs As a result of the inability to make quick and frequent repeat buys, 
imported merchandise often needs to be delivered in bulk and 
held for a long period of time in the distribution centre, holding 
stock in a warehouse has both investment and storage cost. 

• Returns and refunds It is usually not financially viable to return small quantities of 
faulty product back to foreign suppliers, and it is sometimes 
difficult to get refunds on faulty merchandise.  

Table 2.1: Hidden costs for fashion buyers in Global Sourcing processes (Jackson and Shaw, 2001) 
 
Of all the hidden costs listed in Table 2.1, the most damaging to overall net profitability is 
the cost of lost sales as a result of late delivery (Jackson and Shaw, 2001). With good 
Supply Chain Management information systems the understanding and measurement of 
the hidden costs can be increased.  

2.3 Supply Chain Management  

2.3.1 Definitions 
The interest for purchasing and Supply Chain Management (SCM) as a primary concern 
for senior management is relatively recent, but growing very fast. The term SCM 
describes “the management of all activities, information, knowledge and financial 
resources associated with the flow and transformation of goods and services from the raw 
materials suppliers, component suppliers and other suppliers in such a way that the 
expectations of the end users of the company are being met or surpassed” (Van Weele, 
2005). In the 1990s many manufacturers and service providers upgraded their 
purchasing and supply management functions to an integral part of a new phenomenon 
called SCM (Tan, 2001). Despite the fact that it became a popular term both in academia 
and practice, the meaning of the term remained confusing since there were different 
views on the meaning of SCM. Some researchers have defined SCM in operational terms 
involving the flow of materials and products, some view it as a management philosophy, 
and others view it in terms of a management process (Mentzer et al., 2001). The authors 
themselves have defined Supply Chain as “a set of three or more entities (organization or 
individuals) directly involved in the upstream and downstream flows of products, 
services, finances, and/or information from a source to a customer”.  

2.3.2 Problems and Risks in Supply Chain Management 
Three different sources of uncertainty that lead to problems and risks are identified that 
plague SCM; Suppliers, Manufacturing and Customers (Davis, 1993). The first source of 
uncertainty, the supplier’s performance, can lead to problems in the supply chain. The 
supplier has for example quoted a lead time, but is not able to realize this. The on-time 
performance, average lateness, and degree of inconsistency of the supplier should be 
maintained since these data are immensely valuable. The second source of uncertainty is 
in the manufacturing process itself. Machines can break down, another project can tie up 
a key worker, or the manufactured end product can deviate from the expected end 
product. The measurement of process performance as it applies to overall supply chain 
performance has as key metrics: (1) frequency of downtime, (2) repair time, and (3) the 
variation in the repair time. Customer demand is defined as the third and final major 
source of uncertainty in the supply chain. This may reflect irregular purchases by a fickle 
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public. When the average demand of the customer and the variability of the demand is 
known, inventory goals can be made more scientific (Davis, 1993). These uncertainties in 
the supply chain are visualized in Figure 2.4.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.4: The uncertainty cycle (Davis, 1993) 
 
According to Lummus and Vokurka (1999), many supply chain efforts have fallen short 
of the potential advantages because the term is misunderstood. Supply chain is much 
more than just procurement and is unfortunately too often viewed as only relating to the 
supply side of the business or to the purchasing function. Because of the 
misunderstandings the growth of the integrated Supply Chain Management has been 
slow. Lummus and Vokurka (1999) have defined the following reasons for this slow 
growth: 
 

• Lack of guidelines for creating alliances with supply chain partners; 
• Failure to develop measures for monitoring alliances; 
• Inability to broaden the supply chain vision beyond procurement or product 

distribution to encompass larger business processes; 
• Inability to integrate the company’s internal procedures; 
• Lack of trust inside and outside a company; 
• Organizational resistance to the concept; 
• Lack of buy-in by top managers; 
• Lack of integrated information systems and electronic commerce linking firms.  

 
According to the same authors these issues can be minimized by focusing on some 
guidelines, which will be discussed in Sub-section 2.3.3. 

2.3.3 Critical success factors in Supply Chain Management 
The problems and risks resulting from the three sources of uncertainty in SCM 
Suppliers, Manufacturing and Customers can be reduced. Actions will have to be taken in 
these areas, in the products and in the processes, which will eventually result in a higher 
SCM performance (Davis, 1993). These areas in which uncertainty in the supply chain 
can be reduced or avoided are presented in Figure 2.5.  
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Figure 2.5: Actions to improve supply chain performance (Davis, 1993) 
 
The study does not explain properly why only these elements are chosen, since these 
suggested changes are just a small part of the possible improvements. According to Davis 
(1993), changes to products and processes will stimulate reductions in the uncertainties 
mentioned earlier, but the changes will not be without costs. Since there is no emphasis 
on the balance between the reductions of the uncertainties and the cost of the changes, it 
is difficult to understand what should really be done in order to minimize the 
uncertainties.   
 
Another view to manage the supply chain is from Lummus and Vokurka (1999). They 
have suggested the following practical guidelines:  
 

1. Link supply chain strategy to overall business strategy to align supply chain 
initiatives to business objectives; 

2. Identify supply chain goals and develop plans to assure every process is 
individually capable of meeting supply chain goals; 

3. Develop systems to take market demand into account and plan accordingly; 
4. Manage the sources of supply by developing partnerships with suppliers to reduce 

the costs of materials and receive materials as needed; 
5. Develop customized logistics networks tailored to each customer segment; 
6. Develop a supply chain information systems strategy that can support decision 

making at all levels of the supply chain and offers a clear view of the flow of 
products; 

7. Adopt cross-functional and cross-business performance measures that link every 
aspect of the supply chain and include both service and financial measures.  

 
The guidelines are lucid and make sense, the link with the supply chain and the business 
strategy is not difficult to make. 
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According to Monczka et al. (2009) there is a separation between firms that achieve real 
benefits from Supply Chain Management and firms that fail to reap the benefits, 
resulting from committing to four enablers of purchasing and supply chain excellence. As 
a starting point, firms have certain guiding philosophies and business requirements that 
are the foundation of all their supply chain activities. These guidelines can relate to 
several areas such as globalization, total quality management, or supply chain integration. 
The four enablers support the development of the strategies and approaches that align 
with the philosophies, and support the attainment of purchasing, supply chain, 
organizational objectives and strategies. These four enablers are: (1) Capable Human 
Resources, (2) Proper Organizational Design, (3) Information Technology, and (4) 
Measurement. These four enablers will support the tracking down of Proactive 
Purchasing and Supply Chain Management strategies and approaches. If these four 
enablers are not taken into account, the ability to manage the Supply Chain will fall short 
compared to competitors that did take the enablers into account.    

2.3.4 SCM and the Fashion Industry 
Although supply chain is the integrated ‘chain’ of business responsible for the 
manufacture, delivery and sale of a product to a consumer, some see the fashion supply 
chain as the series of manufacturers, agents and wholesalers which supply the product, 
fabric and trimmings (Jackson and Shaw, 2001).  
 
According to Jackson and Shaw, (2001) there are a number of key benefits from Supply 
Chain Management for the fashion retailer. These key benefits are as follows: 
 
1. The retailer is able to get products from the manufacturer to the customer more 

profitably; 
2. Stock inventories are kept to their lowest and most efficient level at all stages of the 

year. This keeps shops looking refreshed and minimises poor-selling lines in favour 
of best-selling lines by more frequent and smaller deliveries; 

3. Sales, stock, delivery and other key performance indicator (KPI) information is 
generally more easily gathered, distributed, analysed and effectively acted upon by 
both retailer and supplier; 

4. A firmer and longer-lasting relationship is created between both retailer and supplier 
by the development of longer-term production commitments; 

5. Response to consumer demand is more timely and accurately focused;  
6. Terminal stocks of unseasonal stock at the end of the season are minimised as a result of 

better overall control methodologies.  
 
“One of the most crucial aspects for fashion retailers is the movement of products 
through the supply chain, from supplier to retail outlet. If this is not managed efficiently 
and effectively, retailers can face reduced profit margins, lost sales and poor stock control” 
(Jackson and Shaw, 2001). Designing the product, sampling and getting it eventually in 
the distribution centre is a very complex procedure and is visualized in Figure 2.6.  
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Figure 2.6: Key stages in the development of a fashion garment (Jackson and Shaw, 2001) 

 
With the new focus on supply chains, retailers can react quicker to the market since the 
ability to react will significantly improve through advances in information sharing, 
transmission and analysis. Another change through supply chain will be the change in 
business culture between retailer and supplier. The traditionally dominant approach of 
the retailer towards its suppliers will be replaced with clearer and standardised 
communications set in partnerships. Through Supply Chain Management another 
resulting change is the reduced number of suppliers. With a small number of key 
suppliers, who constantly achieve good performance in terms of profitability, returns, and 
delivery reliability, relationships can be enhanced (Kunz and Garner, 2007). Finally the 
last change emphasized in literature is the standardised supplier manuals for all suppliers 
setting out clear procedures for all products areas (Jackson and Shaw, 2001).  
 
The next section will discuss the last body of knowledge of this literature study; Supplier 
Relationship Management. 

2.4 Supplier Relationship Management  

2.4.1 Definitions and benefits 
Herrmann and Hodgson (2001) defined Supplier Relationship Management (SRM) as a 
process involved in managing preferred suppliers and finding new ones whilst reducing 
costs making procurement predictable and repeatable, pooling buyer experience and 
extracting the benefits of supplier partnerships. According to Choy et al. (2003), SRM will 
improve the flow of product demand and supply information throughout the supply chain 
by four kinds of activities, namely: (1) indirect procurement, (2) direct procurement, (3) 
sourcing and (4) trading exchange. Furthermore they emphasize that SRM solutions can 
provide significant competitive advantage by delivering value in the areas (a) ‘dramatic 
cost savings’, (b) ‘increasing flexibility and responsiveness to customer requirements’, 
and (c) ‘substantially faster cycle times’.  
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2.4.2 Problems and Risks in Supplier Relationship Management 
As in all relationships, also in the relation between buyers and suppliers problems and 
risks can occur. Due to the fact that problems can arise in highly varying aspects of the 
relationship there is no ‘one best way’ to deal with these problems. In literature many 
performance indicators are discussed (this will be presented in the next sub-section, Sub-
section 2.4.3). However, present potential pitfalls and risks are sometimes overlooked in 
literature (Goffin et al., 2006). Some of the obstacles in effectively coordinating the 
relationship are poor communication, lack of managerial support, lack of total quality 
commitment by suppliers, poor supplier resources and buyer’s unwillingness to help the 
supplier develop (Handfield et al., 2000). Saccani and Perona (2007) have summarized 
the major potential pitfalls of buyer-supplier relationships as reported in literature, this 
can be seen in Table 2.2. 
 
Pitfall Ellram 

(1995) 
Forrest & 
Martin 
(1990) 

Lambert 
et al. 
(1996) 

Handfield 
et al. 
(2000) 

Ramsay 
(1996) 

Stuart & 
McCutcheon 
(1995) 

Akacum 
& Dale 
(1995) 

Lack of trust ♦ ♦      
Different cultures/values ♦  ♦     
Lack of managerial 
commitment ♦ ♦  ♦    

Size of buyer/supplier, 
available resources   ♦ ♦ ♦   

Lack of shared goals of the 
partnership ♦     ♦  

Unsuitability of the 
purchased good     ♦   

Lack of benefit/risk 
sharing ♦      ♦ 

Resistance to information 
sharing  ♦     ♦ ♦ 

Loss of bargaining power   ♦    ♦ 
 
Table 2.2: Potential pitfalls of buyer-supplier relationship as reported in literature (Saccani and Perona, 2007) 

2.4.3 Supplier Performance Indicators 
Supplier selection in the global environment has a critical effect on the competitiveness of 
the entire supply chain network. Therefore, a guide is needed to provide proper 
guidelines in selecting suppliers and in developing and implementing the relationship 
(Chan et al., 2008). For the global supplier selection several performance indicators are 
identified. The most important one, which is extensively discussed in literature, is cost. 
According to Carter et al. (2008) cost is not the only dominating dimension, quality and 
delivery performance are at least as important as cost.  
 
Teng and Jaramillo (2005), have identified supplier performance indicators specific for 
the textile/apparel industry and has in addition to cost, quality and delivery two 
performance indicators. The first one is flexibility and is in terms of a supplier’s capacity 
to respond to unexpected customer demands. The second indicator is the reliability of the 
supplier’s operations to fulfil supply chain activities. Chan et al. (2008) has in addition 
the following five prime criteria as supplier performance indicators: (1) total cost of 
ownership, (2) quality, (3) service, (4) supplier’s background and (5) risk factors. There is 
some overlap with these criteria in other literature, however ‘supplier’s background’ is not 
often taken into account as a prime criteria. According to Squire et al. (2008) buyers are 
less likely to carry poor suppliers because of the development of Global Sourcing and the 



 

20 

reduction of information asymmetry (through information and communication 
technologies). The measurements for supplier performance considered by these authors 
are the traditional measures of effectiveness: prices, return on investment, long-term 
profitability and overall costs.  
 
As can be derived from these several literature reviews, the performance indicators can 
vary from cost (including total cost of ownership, return on investment and prices) to risk 
factors. What is important for the organizations to take into account in determining the 
supplier performance indicators is the organization’s own focus. Şen (2008) has 
identified three groups of factors that are considered by retailers when deciding where to 
buy their merchandise from. The first group includes the production or purchase costs, 
inventory storage costs and transportation costs and are related to the efficiency of the supply 
chain. Fisher (1997) has identified these costs as the physical costs which are readily 
apparent and includes converting raw materials into parts, components and finished 
goods and transporting them from one step in the supply chain to another step. The 
second group is related to the responsiveness of the supplier, e.g. how accurate and fast he 
is able to match the demand. On one hand, supply can exceed demand, in that case the 
merchandise will be marked down, and there is even a chance that the price will be lower 
than the cost. On the other hand supply can be less than demand, in that case the firm 
will lose sales and customer satisfaction. The costs resulting are identified by Fisher 
(1997) as market mediation costs and are emphasized to be less visible than (but equally 
important as) physical costs. The purpose of market mediation considers ensuring that 
the variety of products that reaches the marketplace matches customer demand. Şen 
(2008) has compared these costs with the fashion products with varying levels of fashion 
content. A distinction is made in basic and fashion products and these are related to 
Fisher’s (1997) functional and innovative products, respectively. The basic products have 
in general longer selling seasons and therefore physical costs should be the focus. 
Fashion products with short life cycles and hard-to-predict demand and in that case the 
responsiveness of the supplier is of high importance and therefore the focus would have 
to be on market mediation costs.  

2.4.4 SRM and the Fashion Industry 
Buyers and suppliers in the fashion industry have different corporate cultures (Jackson 
and Shaw, 2001). Buyers have more power in their relationship with suppliers, which can 
result in aggressive buying management by some larger fashion retailers. Suppliers can 
be faced with harsh cost price negotiations, cancelled orders and tough penalty discounts, 
and therefore many of (good) suppliers refuse to deal with the more aggressive fashion 
retailers, no matter how big their name is in the fashion industry. On the other hand, 
suppliers have been slack with deliveries and poor quality, which buyers are not likely to 
tolerate. These differences in behaviour resulting from their different corporate cultures 
are presented in Table 2.3.  
 

Supplier’s viewpoint Retailer’s viewpoint 
No need to innovate, wait for retailers to give us 
ideas and designs 

We are more important than the supplier – we have 
the buying power 

We are interested only in manufacturing – not in 
design 

We are not interested in a long-term relationship – 
there is no need for it.  

All retailers are untrustworthy and give away our 
ideas 

The supplier must do what we say 

We know the market better than retailers – we are 
more experienced 

Suppliers work well only when under pressure 

We have inflexible production methods – take it or Our aim is to get the lowest cost price possible -  we 
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leave it.  do not care about the long-term survival of the 
supplier 

We never change our production methods – we 
know best 

There are plenty more suppliers out there 

Table 2.3: Supplier’s and retailer’s corporate cultures (Jackson and Shaw, 2001) 
 
According to Jackson and Shaw (2001), many ‘old school’ buyers had the idea that they 
alone have the power in their relation with suppliers. Simply because suppliers were 
available in large amounts over the world and could be acquired and lost at will, and 
replaceable at all moments of time. Suppliers were seen by buyers as ‘providing a 
replaceable service rather than being an integrated part of the supply chain. As result of 
the buying power of the buyer, in case of over stock or wanting to get out of imminent 
deliveries, buyers could cancel an order for the most minor reason.    

2.5 Conclusions related to performance 
In this literature study Global Sourcing, Supply Chain Management and Supplier 
Relationship Management are elaborated on sequentially. Within Global Sourcing several 
drivers are presented, mainly cost savings in the early years, later on quality and reliability 
were added to the primary drivers. Because of the complex character of Global Sourcing 
many problems are involved which are extensively discussed in literature. Companies 
have to be aware of the logistic complexity and the cultural differences which are two of 
the most important challenges and risks.  
 
Additional to the critical success factors as discussed in 2.2.4, Trent and Monczka (2005), 
have analyzed seven typical characteristics of organizations with outstanding Global 
Sourcing. However, only few, if any, organizations possess every characteristic. This is 
probably due to the fact that the characteristics given are very diverse, time and resource 
consuming. No special focus on some of these characteristics are suggested, therefore a 
step-by-step custom-made plan for organizations would be helpful. The seven 
characteristics as presented by Trent and Monczka (2005) are: 
 

1. Executive commitment to Global Sourcing; 
2. Rigorous and well-defined processes; 
3. Availability of needed resources; 
4. Integration through Information Technology; 
5. Supportive Organizational Design; 
6. Structured approaches to communication; 
7. Methodologies for measuring savings. 

 
For many organizations these characteristics may offer the best opportunity to achieve the 
kinds of performance breakthroughs required in highly competitive industries, e.g. the 
fashion industry.  
 
In the literature review of Supply Chain Management problems and critical success 
factors of SCM were analyzed and presented. According to Christopher et al. (2006), 
specific to the fashion industries the choice of supply chain strategy is of some 
significance and clearly impacts competitive performance. The same authors have 
emphasized the interesting debates in recent years concerning supply chain strategies 
around the ‘lean’ and ‘agile’ philosophies. Where lean thinking concerns mainly the 
reduction or elimination of waste, agile thinking concerns primarily responsiveness. 
Since within the fashion industry predictable products (basic products) and non-
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predictable ‘special’ products (fashion products) can be manufactured for one 
organization, a combination of ‘lean’ and ‘agile’ philosophies can be a “hybrid” solution. 
In that case, a continuous assessment of the product range and market characteristics is 
required in order to reach maximum performance (Christopher et al., 2006).  
 
Finally, Supplier Relationship Management and its benefits was discussed followed by 
the problems and performance indicators. Nine major pitfalls in buyer-supplier 
relationships were found in existing literature which highlights the fact that varying 
problems can occur. All these problems can result in lower performance than expected. 
According to Saccani and Perona (2007) it is remarkable that although there is a large 
amount of literature dealing with buyer-supplier relationships, relatively few works 
address the link between buyer-supplier relationships and firm’s performance through 
empirical research. Therefore, more research is required in this field of study. However, 
from the several literature reviews it can be concluded that it is important for 
organizations to put the centre of attention on the organization’s corresponding objectives 
with the most significant focus areas to maximize the business performance. Eventually the 
close interaction between buyer and supplier will improve the quality of the purchased 
products which will result in increased profit and better customer satisfaction. The key 
findings from the literature review: organizational characteristics, control and 
manufacturing of the processes, supplier’s competence, and monitoring and evaluating 
are integrated with the three bodies of knowledge as can be seen in Figure 2.7. 
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Figure 2.7: The three bodies of knowledge strengthened with the findings from the literature review 
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3 Global Sourcing in the fashion retail environment: An 
exploratory study 

3.1 Design of the exploratory study 
In research methods three basic research types are identified: exploratory, descriptive and 
explanatory. The object of descriptive research is ‘to portray an accurate profile of persons, 
events or situations’ (Robson, 2002). Studies that ascertain causal relationships between 
variables may be termed explanatory studies (Saunders et al., 2007). According to the last 
author an exploratory study is particularly useful when it is important to clarify the 
understanding of the problem. Since the aim of this study is to find out ‘what is 
happening; to seek new insights; to ask questions and to assess phenomena in a new 
light’ (Robson, 2002) in the Global Sourcing processes of the fashion retailers’ 
environment and the problems encountered, an exploratory research has been chosen to 
conduct.  
 
Robson (2002) has defined a case study as ‘a strategy for doing research which involves 
an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life 
context using multiple sources of evidence’. Yin (2003) emphasizes the importance of 
context, adding that the boundaries between the phenomenon being studied and the 
context within which it is being studied are not clearly evident. The case study method 
will be used in this research since the contextual conditions should be covered, because 
they might be highly pertinent to the phenomenon of study. For this exploratory study, 
multiple informants from multiple fashion retailers are used to get insight in common 
problems in Global Sourcing processes. The problems experienced by the fashion 
retailers that contributed to this project will be used for the exploratory study. 

3.1.1 Selection companies and respondents  
In order to be able to answer the research question and the sub-questions, it is highly 
important that within the research setting the fashion retailers have to posses certain 
characteristics. In that context, fashion retailers with Global Sourcing experience are 
approached since this experience is crucial for the phenomenon which is examined in 
this research.  
 
Since fashion is a broad and special term as emphasized in Section 1.1, to clearly define 
the scope for this study, the retailers of only garments are taken into account in the 
selection of companies. Retailers in footwear, accessories and home textile are left out of 
the study. If a company had combined fashion items, like a wholesaler, the scope for this 
study has been emphasized in order to get answers for only the garments. This has been 
done to create a more comparable situation in the explorative study. Within the garments 
no distinction has been made between women’s wear, men’s wear and children’s wear.  
 
Furthermore, emphasis has been laid on the variation of the retailers. Small and large 
retailers, high-end and low-end fashion retailers are represented in this research. This has 
been done to take the differences between fashion retailers into account, in order to 
represent a large part of customer demand.  
 
Since the research is conducted at Capgemini Consulting in the Netherlands, Dutch 
apparel industry buyers who do business with global suppliers were asked to participate 
in the study. Participants were contacted through email and phone, and were selected 
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with not only help of existing industry contacts at Capgemini, but also from the 
researcher’s own network (See Appendix A). Participant’s job titles range from Managing 
Director, Product Director Purchasing and Sourcing, Manager Operations, Buying 
Manager and Sourcing Manager. In total eleven fashion retailers have contributed to the 
research and nine of them are used for in-depth interviews. The nine fashion retailers 
used in the study are each given a letter and are classified from ‘A’ to ‘I’ (See Appendix B). 
 
All of the companies, with exception of one, preferred to stay anonymous. Therefore none 
of the retailer’s brand names will be mentioned and also the actual names of participants 
will not be used in order to maintain confident. 

3.1.2 Design and Execution of the Interviews 
The design of the study is qualitative and the primary method of data collection was the 
in-depth interview. This method was used to obtain specific information from Dutch 
fashion retailers in their own words. Since in-depth interviewing relies on conversation 
and dialogue, it is an intentional way of learning about the interviewee’s feelings, 
thoughts and experiences. The interview method is best conducted by dealing with a 
limited number of topics in as much detail as possible (Rubin and Rubin, 1995). As 
explained in 1.5.2 the structure of the interviews is semi-structured, since this can provide 
in combination with in-depth interviews the opportunity to ‘probe’ answers, ‘where you 
want your interviewees to explain, or build on, their responses’ (Saunders et al., 2007). 
Since an exploratory research is being conducted these methods will be helpful in 
‘finding out what is happening and to seek new insights’ (Robson, 2002).  
 
After contact with the participants, an appointment was scheduled with each participant 
for a specific date and time to conduct the interviews. The duration of each interview was 
approximately 60 to 90 minutes, and the interviews were recorded with the approval of 
participants. Only one of the participants did not want to be recorded, therefore that 
interview has no voice recording and during the interview extra notes have been taken. 
Interviews were mostly conducted at the fashion retailers (head) offices, locations that are 
convenient to the participant.  
 
The questions asked during the interviews were classified into themes that correspond 
with the research and sub-questions. The structure of the research and sub-questions can 
be found back in the structure of the interviews in order to conduct a thematic analysis as 
will be explained in the next sub-section, Sub-section 3.1.3.  

3.1.3 Analytical Framework 
After the selection of the companies and conducting the interviews the data collection was 
completed. The interviews were transcribed and interpreted thematically. The 
transcription was sent to the interviewees to give feedback. This was done in order to 
enhance the reliability and the validity of the research. The thematic approach was used to 
discover and integrate concepts embedded in the interviews into a framework that offers 
an accurate and detailed interpretation of the research problem (Rubin and Rubin, 1995). 
Such a thematic analysis of the gained data provides the means to explore the Dutch 
fashion retailer’s relations with global suppliers. Furthermore, according to Bailey (2007), 
the thematic analysis reaches its maximum effectiveness when themes are sought that 
address the research questions, they are framed conceptually, and links are explored 
among them. Therefore the questions asked in the interviews (see Appendix C) were 
based on these themes which are extracted from the research question and sub-questions 
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in order to frame and explore them. This can be seen in the analytical framework in 
Figure 3.1. On the top the research question (RQ) is stated and in the circles the sub-
questions (SQ). The rectangles represent the themes that are extracted from these 
questions.  
 

Where to Source 
and Why?

What are the 
Causes?

What is the 
Solution?

What is the 
Impact?

What are the 
Problems?

How is the 
sourcing process?

How is the 
Supplier 

Relationship?

SQ1

SQ3 SQ2

SQ5SQ4

RQ: How can the supplier relationship management with regard to the global sourcing 
strategy contribute to the performance of the fashion retailers?

 
 
Figure 3.1: Analytical framework; RQ, SQ, and themes 

3.2 Results of the interviews 
In this section the results generated from the interviews will be discussed. As in the 
analytical framework described the themes will now be presented in the following sub-
sections. First the geographic results will be presented; where are the fashion products 
being sourced and why? This can be found in Sub-section 3.2.1. Then it will be explained 
how the products are being sourced by describing the Global Sourcing processes step by 
step. This can be found in Sub-section 3.2.2. In Sub-section 3.2.3 the problems and causes 
of these problems in the Global Sourcing processes will be amplified. Finally, the impact 
of the problems in the Global Sourcing processes will be discussed in Sub-section 3.2.4. 

3.2.1 Where is being sourced and why? 
With the exception of Guatemala and some countries in North Africa, all the products are 
being sourced in Europe and Asia. Particularly Eastern Europe and China play a large role 
in the sourcing processes. The countries being sourced are coloured and can be seen in 
Figure 3.2. The darker the colour, the more is being sourced from that particular country.  
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Figure 3.2: The countries in the world where the fashion retailers source their fashion products 
 
Europe is in general preferred for high-fashion products. Not only Eastern Europe is 
popular, also in the Netherlands there are wholesalers present from which the fashion 
retailers source. Some Dutch wholesalers in the Netherlands are also important for some 
of the fashion retailers. The fashion retailers prefer these wholesalers since they have 
more knowledge about the fashionable items in the Netherlands. Furthermore, Portugal 
is a preferred country in some cases since they can provide qualitative products (e.g. silk 
and cashmere) with short lead-times. Although much of the large volumes are sourced in 
Asia, some of the retailers have emphasized that in Europe, Turkey is an appropriate 
country for large volumes. The distribution of countries being sourced in Europe and 
North Africa can be seen in Figure 3.3. 



 

27 

 
 
Figure 3.3: The countries in Europe and North Africa from where fashion products are globally sourced 
 
 
 
Asia is in general preferred for large volumes and basic products. Especially when a 
product is very detailed and has a lot of handwork, low-cost countries in Asia are 
preferred. However, there is a big difference in Asian countries. Hong Kong is preferred 
because of its experience in global exporting of textiles and clothing and the strong 
development of the industry over the last decades. Some of the fashion retailers prefer to 
pay ‘a bit’ more for sourcing their products from Hong Kong, rather than ‘going to horrible 
countries like Bangladesh’ or ‘to smell the products from India’. The distribution of countries 
being sourced in Asia can be seen in Figure 3.4. 
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Figure 3.4: The countries in Asia from where fashion products are globally sourced 
 
In the interviews the retailers were specifically asked on which selection criteria it 
depends to select the country and supplier to source from. Additionally, during the 
interview signals of these selection criteria have been gathered and analyzed. The results 
have been put in a table which can be seen in Table 3.1. The vertical column classifies the 
selection criteria taken into account and the horizontal column represents the 
classification of the nine fashion retailers from ‘A’ to ‘I’.  
 
 
Criteria A B C D E F G H I 
Costs 
 ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦   ♦   

Supplier’s 
Competence 

♦   ♦    ♦ ♦ 

Lead-time 
 

♦    ♦ ♦  ♦  

Product 
Characteristics   ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦  ♦ ♦ 

Quality of the 
Product  ♦  ♦  ♦ ♦   

Corporate 
Social 
Responsibility 

   ♦ ♦  ♦   

Volume of the 
order ♦   ♦  ♦    

 
Table 3.1: The selection criteria for choosing the country and supplier for Global Sourcing   
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Product characteristics (mentioned by six fashion retailers) and Costs (mentioned by five 
fashion retailers) are the most important selection criteria. These two and the other 
criteria will now be elaborated on in the same order as in the table. 
 
Costs 
The principal benefit to fashion retailers of Global Sourcing is generally to obtain a lower 
purchase price. However, although buying overseas appears cheaper, this is not always 
the case, since there are many hidden costs. Therefore it is of high importance for the 
fashion retailer to understand the real cost of importing fashion products. Furthermore, 
each product type will have to achieve an overall level of profit (‘target margin’ or ‘net 
achieved margin after discount’).  This is the profit achieved at the end of the season after 
all mark-downs, discounts and unsold stock has been accounted for. The responsibility of 
the buyer is to maximise full price sales of stock bought and minimise the quantity of 
unsold stock at the end of the season. Consequently, it is very important for the buyer to 
make the right cost decisions in selecting the country and supplier to source from.  
 
Supplier’s Competence 
Supplier’s Competence was mentioned by four of the fashion retailers and is therefore 
also one of the important selection criteria. Not only the knowledge of what the supplier is 
able to produce is important (e.g. which supplier is good at coats, which one is good at 
denim), also the commercial skills are important. Since fashion products are a real 
emotional product, the supplier should not only make a technical good product, but also 
an emotional good product that can sell in the Netherlands. To finalize, communicational 
competences are important since the buyer and supplier are at a long distance from each 
other.  
 
Lead-time 
In this context the lead-time is defined as the transport delivery period from the supplier’s 
factory to the retailer’s distribution centre. This criterion is mentioned by four of the 
fashion retailers and is therefore also one of the important selection criteria. Many 
problems can arise in this context, such as availability of transport (most of the suppliers 
are also responsible for the transport), fabric availability, national holidays and supplier’s 
personal circumstances. “We got a phone call that the Indian plant owner was going to close 
the plant for a month, because his daughter was going to marry. How were we going to get our 
products on time?” Therefore it is important for the buyer to know beforehand when the 
supplier can deliver the products in the Netherlands and what possible risks there are 
involved.  
 
Product Characteristics 
As mentioned, product characteristics are the most important criteria mentioned by the 
fashion retailers. The experienced buyer is aware of which countries are strong in 
particular products (e.g. Egypt for cotton, Turkey for leather). In some cases each product 
group (e.g. jeans, T-shirts) is linked to the best suppliers from the retailer’s database and 
the selection of the appropriate supplier is then much easier. Not only the fabric and the 
shape are important product characteristics, also the amount of detailed elements in the 
product is an important factor to look at for the buyer. The more work in the product is 
needed, the more it will cost, which determines in which low-cost country which supplier 
to choose.  
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Quality of the product 
The quality the supplier can provide is mentioned by four of the nine fashion retailers, 
especially the right balance between cost and quality on the products bought is important. 
One of the interviewed Managers said: “For me it is not always important to get the lowest 
price, but the quality I get has to represent our firm”.  A lack of good quality can have 
tremendous negative effects on the sourcing process, but also when selling products (less 
products sold), and after sale (retour of products). Therefore buyers prefer to work with 
suppliers who can deliver good quality for a good price.  
 
Corporate Social Responsibility 
The supplier has to meet the needs of Corporate Social Responsibility otherwise the 
fashion retailer can suffer from the effects tremendously. Social responsibility is focused 
on fair treatment of human resources and sustaining the environment. Child labour and 
unacceptable hours of overwork can bring a lot of negative publicity and therefore 
retailers have to be aware to be “named and shamed”. 
 
Volume of the order 
The final selection criterion is the volume of the products ordered and is mentioned by 
three retailers. Especially with small and large retailers this can be an important criteria to 
take into account. When a fashion retailer is small sized and has relatively small volumes, 
the supplier can (and will) prefer to do larger orders from other retailers first, which can 
result in unexpected late deliveries. On the other hand, larger fashion retailers can have 
enormous volumes to order. Although the supplier will be happy in the beginning, both 
parties will be very disappointed when the capacity of the plant appeared to be not 
sufficient in the end. The buyer because he did not get his products (on time), and the 
supplier because he will not be a preferred supplier anymore.  

3.2.2 Description of the Global Sourcing process 
In this section the fashion retailers’ Global Sourcing process will be described from the 
first steps of the product design until delivery at the distribution centre. The input for this 
description is derived from the interviews conducted. In the first part of the interview this 
process is discussed and visualized together, by drawing the steps together on a piece of 
paper. The interviewee told stepwise what was done in the different process steps and the 
interviewer drew these with approval of the interviewee. Some of the process descriptions 
were gathered in a very short amount of time, others needed more time. Reason for this is 
the fact that the Global Sourcing process is complex and can vary per region sourced (e.g. 
Europe, Asia) or by the product characteristics yarns and fabrics (knitted and woven). 
Although there are differences between the processes of the fashion retailers (see 
Appendix B), a general stream process is created from all the inputs gathered, which 
corresponds with all the processes. This general stream process can be seen in Figure 3.5.  
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Figure 3.5: The stream process from ‘Product Design’ to ‘Transport’ to the distribution centre 
 
The steps in the stream process will now be elaborated on, starting by ‘start’ (far left), and 
ending by ‘end’ (far right) in the figure.  
 

1. Product Design 
After the start, the preparation for the new season starts with the design of the product. 
Most of the companies start with determining trends and create with styling and 
marketing the new themes and products for the season. Input for the new trends can be 
gathered from fashion shows, street-wear, and shopping trips.  
 

2. Product Development 
After the product design, the development of the product starts. At this point, garment 
samples can be created by two-dimensional (2D) shapes and specification sheets will be 
drawn up. These specifications sheets will contain detailed information about the product 
such as the quality, the sizes, the volume, the trims, details per product, etcetera. This will 
be done to pass the product specifications to the supplier as detailed as possible in order 
to enhance the communication with the supplier. The more detailed information is given 
about the emotional and creative fashion garment, the better the products received from 
the supplier will be. “You get back what you put in, nothing more, nothing less”.  
 

3. Supplier Selection 
Most of the time, during product development the buyer has already an idea which 
supplier can produce the particular product, based on earlier experience with that 
supplier. Most of the retailers have a large amount of suppliers they have worked with for 
years and have recently minimized this amount in order to focus on the best suppliers of 
their database. If the buyer has doubts which supplier to select, a sample can be requested 
from two or three suppliers and the best provider will be selected. If there is not yet a 
supplier that can produce the product wanted, the buyer can select a new supplier by 
itself, or ask an agent to provide him a new supplier. However, most of the time approved 
suppliers from the database are preferred.  
 

4. Prototype Sample 
The prototype sample is the sample garment for a new style in the fashion retailer’s base 
size  - a medium or size 38 in the Netherlands - made in the intended fashion fabric or a 
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facsimile fabric. This prototype sample (also called fit sample) needs to be clearly 
identified to the supplier, since this is the first sample in which the specifications and the 
costs will be discussed. After the prototype sample is received the buyer can choose the 
best suited supplier (if the sample is requested from more than one supplier) or can make 
adjustments to the sample. The buying and technology teams will make comments to the 
product and adjustments to measurements, since it’s fit will be checked on models that 
are ‘base size’. This process can be quite time-consuming and frequent since it 
sometimes needs several attempts. Most of the fashion retailers have a limit to the 
number of fit sample amendments they will accept, the common being up to three. After 
the three samples, if still not approved, the product is at risk of being cancelled. This can 
be problematic for the buyer since several weeks have gone by, and there will probably be 
no more (or very little) time to select a new supplier.  
 

5. Negotiating and Specifications Product 
After the prototype sample is approved the buyer and supplier will negotiate about the 
price, quality and amount of the products that will be ordered. Concessions will be made 
on both sides of the table. After negotiation more specifications of the product will be 
discussed, such as final quantity and quality of the product, delivery dates and shipping 
conditions. These specifications and agreements will be written in a contract. 
 

6. Place Order 
After negotiating and agreeing on the product and delivery specifications the order will be 
placed. Most of the time this will be done overseas in the country of the supplier, in some 
cases this was done in the Netherlands. The buyer turns back to do other tasks and the 
supplier starts to produce the preproduction sample.  
 

7. Preproduction Sample 
After the order is placed a final garment with correct colour and trims will be made by the 
supplier. This garment is called the preproduction sample and represents all the sizes of a 
full set of garments per style. This is again sent to the buying department in the 
Netherlands for final approval before the start of the production. The buying department 
will make comments and adjustments to reach finally the product that both parties agreed 
upon.   
 

8. Production 
After all the sample approvals the supplier finally starts the production. In some cases 
this production process is followed, supported and controlled by the buying team in the 
Netherlands. In that case the Dutch team communicates directly and frequently with the 
production team overseas. In other cases this process is completely under control of the 
supplier and the buyer is only updated frequently or when necessary.  
 

9. Production Control 
As mentioned under production, during this process controls can take place. Some of the 
fashion retailers have chosen not to do any production controls online, trusting on the 
results of the preproduction sample. They do emphasize that this is a huge risk, but still 
prefer not to, because of time and cost restrictions. Other fashion retailers have agents 
that control the production process and update the fashion retailer in the Netherlands or 
conduct the control by themselves.  
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10. Production Sample 
After production and production control a last sample will be sent to the buyer, this is 
called production or shipment sample since it is the last sample before transport. In this 
process step the fashion retailer receives the sample to check against what was approved 
at the final approval stage. This sample should be first and last garment complete with all 
approved details. A final fit will be tried on ‘fit models’ to ensure that there is no deviation 
from the approval. In that case approval for shipment can be given to the supplier. If 
there is an insuperable complication at this process step the supplier will be contacted 
and the production will not be accepted for delivery.  
 

11. Transport 
After the production is complete and approval for shipment is given, the order will be 
transported to the distribution centre of the fashion retailer. For European production this 
is mostly by truck, for Asian production transport shipping is preferred. In the latter case 
exceptions are made when the order will (probably) not meet the delivery date. 
Consequently the product will not be shipped (which approximately takes four to six 
weeks) but will be transported by plane. Since this is an unexpected and expensive turn, 
the buyer and supplier will carefully discuss who of them is responsible for the delay. The 
responsible party will pay the extra costs for the transport. To finalize, it is very important 
for the buyer that the supplier delivers the order in such a way that it can be easily 
distributed. Some of the fashion retailers have agreed to receive (a part of) the products 
hanging on for example a disposable hanger. These hanging garments arrive in such a 
perfect way that they do not have to be reconditioned (e.g. ironed) anymore and can be 
hung in stores immediately after arrival. After arrival of the products into the distribution 
centre the stream process has come to an end.  

3.2.3 Problems and Causes in the Global Sourcing process 
At this point of the interview the Global Sourcing process from start to end was 
completely visualized. The interviewee was asked at which process steps the problems 
occurred. By pointing out the problem areas it soon became clear that the main problems 
‘popped up’ as soon as the supplier came to the picture. This can be seen in Figure 3.6 
where the problem areas are highlighted with a red circle.  
 
 

 
Figure 3.6: The stream process with highlighted problem areas  
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The first area contains the problems with supplier selection, the second area is the 
sampling process (prototype and preproduction), the third area is the production, and the 
last is in the production sample. The most occurring problems in these areas, which were 
discussed in the interviews, are divided in the following themes: (1) Ad hoc design process, 
(2) Supplier selection, (3) Nonconformity in sample, (4) Nonconformity in order and (5) 
Inadequate lead time control. How often these problems occurred and which fashion 
retailers had to deal with these problems can be seen in Table 3.2.  
 
 
Problems A B C D E F G H I 
Ad hoc design 
process ♦    ♦     

Supplier selection ♦   ♦  ♦  ♦  
Nonconformity in 
sample ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦  ♦ ♦ ♦ 

Nonconformity in 
order 

♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦  ♦ ♦ ♦ 

Inadequate lead 
time control 

♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ ♦ 

 
Table 3.2: The problems encountered per fashion retailer 
 
 
As can be seen ‘Ad hoc design’ is only a problem for two fashion retailers. ‘Supplier 
selection’ is a somewhat larger problem since it is pointed out by four of the nine fashion 
retailers. But the main problems are in the last three problem themes, being 
‘nonconformity in sample’, ‘nonconformity in order’ and ‘Inadequate lead time control’. 
Almost all the companies have named these problems. These will now be elaborated on 
in the same sequential order. 
 
1. Ad hoc design process 
Although implied that the main problems occur 
when the supplier comes into the picture, some 
of the retailers also have to deal with problems 
earlier in the process, namely at product design. 
Because of insufficient knowledge of lead times 
and insufficient control on lead times some of 
the fashion retailers emphasized that the design 
process sometimes started too early or too late. 
Trends were determined too early or too late in 
the season which resulted in receiving the 
products not at the appropriate point of time. 
This problem is visualized in Figure 3.7 with 
the probable causes for ‘Ad hoc design process’ 
coming from the right and left of the main 
arrow.   

Figure 3.7 Problem area  Ad hoc design process 
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2. Supplier selection 
In this area some of the retailers encountered problems, especially the smaller and larger 
retailers. Since these have relatively smaller respectively larger volumes, they experienced 
more problems in their supplier selection process and supplier relationship. The retailers 

with small volumes noticed that their supplier did 
accept the order, but later on preferred to do other 
(larger) orders from other buyers first. The larger 
retailers had also a volume problem, but then in the 
light that (1) suppliers with enough capacity are 
difficult to find and (2) the supplier did not seem to 
have enough capacity later on in the process. 
Because of time restrictions it is difficult to find an 
appropriate supplier. Since a lot of sampling is done 
in the Global Sourcing process of fashion retailers, 
mistakes or   miscommunications are almost 
impossible to tolerate. These sampling processes 
take a lot of time and if the selected supplier is 
actually not capable of producing the sample 
wanted, it can be too late to find another supplier. 
This problem is visualized in Figure 3.8 with the 
probable causes for ‘Supplier selection’ coming 
from the right and left of the main arrow. 

Figure 3.8:  Problem area  Supplier selection 
 
 
3. Nonconformity in sample 
The second problem area, the prototype and preproduction sample processes, can be 
problematic because of ‘Nonconformity in the samples’. The most challenging in this 
area is to provide the creative design of the fashion designer in an understandable 
document to the supplier. The creative essence and spirit of the design has to be 
understood by all the parties and have to be carried out in all the details of the product 
and the production. “Fashion is a matter of emotion with a product and is very difficult to 
explain. A kilogram of nails will always be a kilogram of nails, but a fashion product cannot be 
that black and white.” If there have been mistakes 
in the input from the buyer to the supplier, such 
as wrong measurements or wrong specifications, 
a bad output is guaranteed. Even when the good 
measurements and specifications are given to 
the supplier, problems can occur; it can appear to 
be that the supplier has bad (commercial) quality 
or that he does not keep to his promises. This 
problem is visualized in Figure 3.9 with the 
causes identified by the interviewees for 
‘Nonconformity in sample’ coming from the 
right and left of the main arrow. A distinction 
has been made in this visualization by colouring 
the causes with responsibility at supplier red, 
and the causes with responsibility at the buyer 
green. The external causes such as ‘defect in 
fabric’ remained black.  

Figure 3.9: Problem area  Nonconformity in sample 
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4. Nonconformity in order 
The third problem area was in the production process and the problems encountered here 
were mainly deviations in the products, defined as: ‘Nonconformity in the order’. 
Although the samples were approved, still a lot of problems occur in the production 
process. According to the buyers, the suppliers do not always deliver what has been 
confirmed in the sample. Reason for this can be that the supplier is self-interested and 
does not show dedication. Furthermore, the supplier is dependent on the supplier of raw 
materials for his production. If the delivery of raw materials is delayed, or is wrong, this 
can have enormous consequences for the production process, such as wrong or late 
products. The responsibilities of the supplier are coloured red in Figure 3.10. Causes for 
nonconformity in order are not only because of issues on the supplier’s side. If the buyer 
has not given the correct adjustments after the last sample and therefore wrong 
specifications are given, this can result in a totally different fashion product. Therefore, it 
is very important for the buyer to 
control all the process steps, and 
particularly the production. If the 
buyer does not have the potential to 
conduct quality controls, because he 
or she is more on the creative side of 
buying, this can have negative 
consequences. In that case an agent 
can inspect the production, but it is 
very important for the buyer to 
control if this is really done properly. 
The causes with buyer’s 
responsibility are coloured green in 
Figure 3.10, the external causes 
remain black.  

Figure 3.10: Problem area  Nonconformity in order 
 
5. Inadequate lead time control 

The last theme, ‘Inadequate Lead time 
control’ does not only contain the 
problem area production sample, but 
also the problem areas mentioned 
before. Many of the problems can 
eventually result in the fact that the 
products are not delivered on time and 
this was not controlled correctly. If there 
is insufficient control on site and there 
is no supply chain visibility, it is very 
difficult to keep up with the process (see 
green arrows in Figure 3.11).  
If there is no proper work schedule 
which can maintain and control the 
processes, there will be no harmony in 
the relation with the supplier. The  
 

Figure 3.11: Problem area   Inadequate lead time control 
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supplier and buyer have to communicate constantly about the progress in order to control 
the lead time. Noticeable was the fact that the buyers complained often about the 
supplier. The facts that the supplier was too late with the lab-dips, the samples, that he 
was opportunistic or had low performance were mentioned quite often. These can be 
seen (among others) in Figure 3.11 with a red colour.  
 
At this point, all the problems and causes in the fashion retailer’s Global Sourcing 
process are discussed. All these problems and causes together result in a cause and effect 
diagram, as can be seen in Figure 3.12.  

 
Figure 3.12 Cause and effect diagram of the fashion retailers’ Global Sourcing process 
 
The five themes can be seen above and under the horizontal main arrow. This main 
arrow leads together with all the mentioned problems to the main problem; Lost Sales. 
This will be further amplified in Sub-section 3.2.4 ‘Impact of the problems on the Global 
Sourcing process’.  
 
Monczka et al. (2006) determined primary problems encountered when sourcing 
globally. These problems are:  
 

- Lengthened material/components/service lead times; 
- Supplier delivery; 
- Supplier quality; 
- Locating qualified suppliers; 
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- Lack of qualified business unit personnel to support the worldwide sourcing 
process; 

- Evaluating supplier capability and performance. 
 
These problems were found in more than 25 industries and were at most considered as 
moderate problems. The fashion retailers in this study have been asked to classify the 
magnitude of these problems by numbering them from 1 = no problem, 3 = moderate 
problem, and 5 = major problem. Cultural differences and regulations were identified by 
Cho and Kang (2001) as two important challenges in Global Sourcing. Therefore in 
addition, the fashion retailers are asked to rate also problems in: 
 

- Transfer of work to new suppliers; 
- Culture-based resistance; 
- Political resistance. 

 
The results of this classification can be seen in Table 3.3. All the problems identified to be 
larger than moderate ( >3) are underlined and bold. The last column represents the 
average of the results (Avg.). ‘Supplier delivery’, ‘Locating qualified suppliers’, ‘Lack of 
qualified suppliers’, and ‘Transfer of work to new suppliers’ are rated highest. As can be 
seen, the fashion retailers A, B, D and H have the most highest scores on the severable 
theoretical problems. The encountered problems will now be elaborated on.  
 
 
Problems A B C D E F G H I Avg. 
Lengthened material/ 
components/ service lead 
times 

3 3 ½ 2 4 1 2 3 3 2 2.6 

Supplier delivery 
 4 ½ 3 ½ 3 5 5 2 2 2 4 3.4 

Supplier quality 
 4 3 ½ 4 3 5 2 1 1 3 2.9 

Locating qualified 
suppliers 
 

4 3 ½ 2 4 2 4 3 5 1 3.2 

Lack of qualified 
personnel to support the 
worldwide sourcing 
process 

2 4 3 5 3 3 4 5 1 3.3 

Difficulty evaluating 
supplier capability and 
performance 

4 5 2 3 1 2 1 
 

4 ½ 
 

1 2.6 

Transfer of work to new 
suppliers 4 4 3 3 1 3 ½ 3 4 2 3.1 

Culture-based resistance 
 1 1 ½ 2 3 3 1 2 2 1 1.8 

Political uncertainty 
 1 1 ½ 2 2 4 2 1 1 3 1.9 

1 = not a problem     3 = moderate problem     5 = major problem 
 
Table 3.3: Theoretical problems experienced in practice by fashion retailers   
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Lengthened material / components / service lead times were experienced as more than a 
moderate problem by only two of the fashion retailers. Most of the retailers felt that this 
was a technical fact that could not be changed. Therefore they preferred to try to anticipate 
on this problem by trying to make the supply chain more transparent, instead of making 
or seeing it as a problem for themselves. 
  
Supplier delivery is mostly seen as a big problem, five fashion retailers have identified 
this as a more than moderate problem, for two of them it is even a major problem. This is 
not surprising since in the discussion of problems and causes it became clear that the 
lead time was difficult to control.  
 
Supplier quality is experienced as more than a moderate problem by four of the fashion 
retailers. For one of them it is even a major problem. The problem areas ‘Nonconformity 
in sample’ and ‘Nonconformity in order’ from the cause and effect diagram is even more 
strengthened by seeing the high results. 
 
Locating qualified suppliers is for more than half of the fashion retailers a more than 
moderate problem. This is in particular problematic when suddenly a preferred supplier 
is not available anymore and therefore a new supplier has to be found in a short period of 
time. But also locating qualified suppliers in general, (e.g. corporate social responsible) is 
experienced as more than moderately problematic.  
 
Lack of qualified personnel to support the world wide sourcing process is rated very high 
by four of the nine fashion retailers. These four had an average rating of 4 ½. Especially 
people with ‘the combination of creativity and numbers’ are experienced as rarely found 
personnel.   
 
Difficulty evaluating supplier capability and performance had a very mixed rating from 
the fashion retailers. For three of the fashion retailers it was absolutely not a problem 
since they made use of evaluation forms in which they systematically evaluated their 
suppliers. For three other fashion retailers this was a more complex problem, they did 
evaluate the suppliers but not in a regular and systematic way.  
 
Transfer of work to new suppliers is experienced as problematic, especially when it is a 
matter of time. In a short period the products have to be produced at a new supplier and 
there is no previous experience with that supplier, which can be risky. Four of the nine 
fashion retailers have numbered this as more than a moderate problem.   
 
To finalize, Culture based-resistance and political uncertainty were not really experienced 
as problems, with exception of one case.  
 
All of the problems and causes have now been discussed comprehensively. To understand 
how transparent the buyer is, with respect to the supplier, it is important to discover what 
kind of information is shared with the supplier and in which density. To get answer to 
this question the fashion retailers are asked to what degree they share information with 
their important suppliers about the performance of the processes (based on Monczka et 
al., 2006). The classification of the magnitude of information shared was done by 
numbering them from 1 = not at all, 3 = somewhat, and 5 = extensively. The results are 
visualized in Table 3.4 with on the vertical column the performance on several issues and 
in the horizontal row the nine fashion retailers classified from ‘A’ to ‘I’. In the last 
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column the average of the results (Avg.) is represented. In this table, all the magnitudes of 
information shared lower than ‘somewhat’ (<3) are underlined and bold. On average scale 
none of the areas are rated lower than 2, due to the fact that some fashion retailers (e.g. B 
and C) rated relatively high.  
 

Shared information A B C D E F G H I Avg. 
Supplier quality 
performance 1 4 5 4 4 3 5 2 5 3.7 

Supplier delivery 
performance 1 4 5 3 5 3 5 2 5 3.7 

Supplier cost 
performance 3 4 5 1 4 5 3 2 2 3.2 

Supplier 
responsiveness/flexibility 1 4 5 1 3 2 3 2 4 2.8 

Supplier technology 
contribution 1 4 4 2 4 2 4 1 5 3.0 

Supplier feedback to 
buyer’s performance 2 4 5 1 4 3 1 2 3 2.8 

Ranking of other 
suppliers 1 4 3 1 2 4 1 1 4 2.3 

Future plans 
 3 4 4 2 3 ½ 3 3 2 3 3.1 

1 = not at all 3 = somewhat 5 = extensively 
Table 3.4: Information shared with suppliers 
 
Remarkable is the fact that in the table the vertical columns are either low graded or high 
graded. This implies that a fashion retailer either shares information not at all or 
extensively (respectively) on all areas questioned. This is probably because of the fact that 
some of the fashion retailers have difficulties in evaluating the supplier (See Table 3.3 A,B 
and H). Two of them (A and H) do not share a lot of information with their suppliers as 
can be seen in the vertical columns A and H in Table 3.4. This is not very surprising, if 
there are difficulties in evaluating supplier’s performance, it is difficult to share this since 
there is no systematic and frequent document to rely on.  
 
Another remarkable issue is that the fashion retailers A, D and H with the most highly 
scored problem areas in Table 3.3, have the lowest scores in Table 3.4, implying that they 
share the least information with their suppliers.  
 
All the problems and causes are now discussed. In the next sub-section the impact of 
these problems for the fashion retailer’s Global Sourcing processes will be discussed.  

3.2.4 Impact of the problems on the Global Sourcing process 
In Sub-section 3.2.3 the impact of the problems was raised in the cause and effect 
diagram. The problems ‘Ad hoc design process’, ‘Supplier selection’, ‘Nonconformity in 
sample’, ‘Nonconformity in order’ and ‘Inadequate Lead time control’ eventually lead to 
the main problem: ‘Lost sales’.  
 
According to Jackson and Shaw (2001) of all the hidden costs in fashion retailers’ Global 
Sourcing processes, probably the most damaging to overall net profitability is the cost of 
lost sales as a result of late delivery.  
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“Once a delivery date is missed, the hidden cost of lost sales is very hard to accurately calculate, 
although it is real and generally very expensive. Lost sales caused by late delivery are rarely 
recovered later on in the season. The customer will simply walk down to the competitor’s outlet 
rather than wait for your next delivery, a simple and logical action on the customer’s part” 
(Jackson and Shaw, 2001).  
 
The fashion retailers were asked how the specific problems in their stream process 
influenced the performance of their Global Sourcing processes. All the nine fashion 
retailers have pointed out the lost sales. Lost sales occur when customers are unwilling to 
wait when an item is out of stock (Nahmias and Smith, 1994). The timing of the product 
and the realisation of the due date is in that case not properly conducted. Furthermore, 
lost sales can occur when the quality of the final product is not according to the 
expectations of the buyer or the end-consumer. 
 
A grasp of the fashion retailer’s answers is as follows: 
 
“We were waiting for orange T-shirts for Queens day (Annual birthday celebrations for the 
queen of the Netherlands, when all Dutch people wear orange clothing). These were 
delivered on that day when everything is closed, so we did not have any time to even hang the 
products in the store!! Guess what was immediately on sale the day after.. A lot of orange T-
shirts!”  
 
If products are especially important for a particular event like Queens day or Christmas, it 
is very important to get the products on time in stores, since after the event the products 
cannot be sold anymore for the same price.  
 
Another interviewee said the following about lost sales and customer satisfaction: 
 
“Everything is sales-driven, so if you cannot deliver to your end-consumer, then that is your 
biggest problem. Especially for key items that are used in your marketing campaign. If those 
products are of lower quality than expected or are too late, this can result in huge problems. The 
customer comes into the store because he saw something in a magazine and if we cannot provide 
him with what we promised, this influences our image, reputation and our reliability.” 
 
Lost sales can result in a mix-up of the total system of the fashion retailer. Since a fashion 
product is mostly not on its own but is in the context of a particular theme and has 
matching items (e.g. a jacket and a skirt with different but matching fabrics) this can be 
problematic for the shop floor. If at that moment for example the jacket is not available 
the customer will prefer to buy it somewhere else instead of waiting for the product to 
arrive. When the jacket finally arrives, the theme in the store can already be sold out and 
the jacket will not fit into the products of the next theme. In that case lost sales occurred 
due to a wrong assortment presentation.  
 
The Distribution Centre can also be a part of the disrupted system. While waiting for a 
bulk order to arrive from China and everything is systematically arranged to spread out 
thousands of jeans, it can be very problematic for the logistic processes when the products 
will come later than expected.  
Lost sales can also bring other costs, such as higher transport costs. If the supplier was 
not dedicated and was not reliable, he will be paying for the costs of flying the products to 
the Netherlands, instead of shipping. But if the buyer has made mistakes, such as wrong 
measurements or wrong specifications of the product, he or she will be paying the 
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difference in transport costs. Although the entire system can be mixed up, the main focus 
remains in the area of ‘too late in stores and therefore lost sales’ and ‘lower quality or different 
emotion of the product than expected will result in lost sales’.  
 
The causes of the problem areas ‘Ad hoc design process’, ‘Supplier selection’, 
‘Nonconformity in sample’, ‘Nonconformity in order’ and ‘Inadequate Lead time control’ 
and of Lost Sales have been presented and discussed extensively. The causes identified 
from the interviews enhanced the lack of responsibilities of the supplier and the buyer, 
due to insufficient control and visibility and the lack of standardized procedures for 
evaluation of the sourcing processes. In the next chapter these results will be confronted 
with the findings from the literature review from Chapter two.  
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4 Confrontation Theory versus Practice 
In this chapter the theory from Chapter two and additional in-depth analysis of literature 
will be confronted with the main findings from the exploratory study as described in 
Chapter three. In Section 4.1 the four key findings from theory and practice will be 
discussed. This will be elaborated on in Section 4.2 by the design of the framework for 
the Global Sourcing processes of the Fashion retailers.  

4.1 Key findings from theory and practice 
Although Product characteristics play an important role in determining the country and 
supplier to source from, it is often not taken into account in the several processes of the 
fashion retailer’s stream process (Figure 3.5). When firms were asked if the process steps 
differed when sourcing basic or fashion products, none of them gave a positive answer. In 
other words, the first key finding from theory and practice is that no distinction is made 
in the process steps of fashion retailers when different Product characteristics are involved. 
In literature it is emphasized that the most crucial aspect for fashion retailers is the 
movement of products through the supply chain (Jackson and Shaw, 2001). If no proper 
distinction is made between the different Product characteristics and if this is not taken 
into account in the Supply Chain Management, major problems can occur in the 
sampling and manufacturing processes (e.g. wrong specifications). In Sub-section 3.2.3 
these problems were identified as ‘nonconformity in sample’ and ‘nonconformity in 
order’ respectively.  
 
The Global Sourcing process of the fashion retailer is a relatively linear process (see 
Figure 3.5). The problem is not in the linearity; the sequence of the process steps are quite 
logic. First a product is designed, than developed, a supplier is selected, followed by the 
sampling and manufacturing, and eventually the transport of the final product takes 
place. The problem is primarily in the lack of emphasis on several steps in the supply 
chain when varying products are involved (e.g. basic, fashion or innovative). For example, 
if a product is innovative and the buyer and supplier are not familiar with the 
specifications, the following process steps require more focus: (1) Within the process 
development the buyer should put more effort in determining the requirements and 
perhaps even involve the supplier in this process in order to see what is realizable within 
the time and budget restrictions. (2) Within supplier selection it is important to select a 
supplier who, for example, has the right technological skills to produce the innovative 
fashion garment. (3) The sampling process, is another important focus area. If the buyer 
wants an innovative garment, he should not be surprised or disappointed if the sample is 
not according the expectations. Instead of complaining that the sampling process has to 
be repeated (several times) it is of high importance that proper specifications are 
communicated with the supplier. If in this sampling process mistakes are made or 
miscommunication occurs, it is almost impossible for the supplier to produce the 
innovative product. Summarized, the Product characteristics play an important role in the 
determination of the Global Sourcing strategy and the supply chain process steps.  
 
The second key finding concerns the Organizational characteristics of the fashion retailer. 
The fashion retailers that contributed to this study, differ enormously from each other in 
(1) ‘Firm size’, (2) ‘Selling points’ (e.g. retailer outlet, internet, wholesaler), (3) 
‘Reputation’, (4) ‘Global Sourcing experience’, (5) ‘Firm’s power’ and (6) ‘Key targets’. 
However, within the Global Sourcing literature, very few studies combined the 
organizational characteristics with the Global Sourcing strategy (Trent and Monczka, 
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2005). Although the Netherlands is just a small country, suppliers overseas are very much 
aware of who their Dutch clients are, how big they are and how they can attract other 
(European) clients by adding them to their portfolios. Therefore for example the 
Organizational characteristic ‘Reputation’, can play an important role in the Global 
Sourcing strategy of the fashion retailer with regard to supplier relationships. Another 
Organizational characteristic that can play an important role in determining the Global 
Sourcing strategy is the ‘Key target’ defined by the organization. Key targets, are the firm-
specific targets that influence the decisions on what activities and technologies a firm 
should concentrate. These key targets will strengthen the Global Sourcing strategy of 
fashion retailers if the key targets are properly managed and monitored through the 
entire organization. These organizational characteristics and other organizational 
characteristics will be elaborated on in Section 4.2 
 
The third key finding concerns the Supplier’s competence and the evaluation of the 
supplier’s performance. Problems in Supplier Relationship Management and defining 
supplier performance indicators are discussed extensively in existing literature. These 
problems and indicators were presented in Section 2.4. Although in literature much 
emphasis was laid on the monitoring and evaluation of the suppliers, in practice this was 
neglected or not conducted in a standardized way. In analysis from practice it occurred 
that some firms do not (at all) share information with their suppliers on supplier quality 
performance, supplier delivery performance and supplier cost performance (Table 3.4). 
These three are crucial performance indicators, since quality, delivery and cost are 
identified as the drivers for Global Sourcing (Sub-section 2.2.2). Therefore it is very 
surprising that the information is not shared to enable better results. What is even more 
remarkable is the fact that the fashion retailers who shared the least information in the 
several areas, encounter the largest problems in these areas.  Another notable issue in 
supplier evaluation is that the fashion retailers who do not (at all) share information with 
their suppliers have more than moderate difficulties in evaluating the suppliers (Table 
3.3). Therefore it is of crucial importance that the company develops requirements for 
supplier’s competence, manages these requirements through the whole organization, and 
makes it able to monitor and evaluate the supplier’s competence in a standardized way. 
Consequently, the Supplier’s competence can be tied to buyer’s objectives and supplier 
performance incentives. Furthermore, Supplier’s competence can help key suppliers’ 
involvement in the organizations’ objectives.  
 
The fourth and last key finding from the confrontation between theory and practice 
considers a reflection on the buyer. In literature much emphasis is put on how 
organizations and buyers have to deal with suppliers, but not on how to deal with 
themselves. Therefore, it can be stated that there is no focus on Buyer’s competence. Trent 
and Monczka (2003b) have identified that ‘personnel with required knowledge, skills and 
abilities’ is the highest rated critical success factor in Global Sourcing (6.16 on a scale 
from one to seven with 7 = extremely critical factor) (Figure 2.3). Results from the analysis 
show that four of the nine fashion retailers that contributed to this study experienced 
major problems in finding qualified personnel to support the Global Sourcing processes 
(Table 3.3). The interviewees were asked if the organization or themselves paid attention 
to understand the culture of the suppliers, and if a special training was organized to get 
on with suppliers. Only a few mentioned that they did some general training, one 
mentioned that they were in the kick-off phase, but most of them gave a negative answer. 
Most fashion retailers indicated that the way they learn how to get along with suppliers 
was by learning on the job. The functions of the buyer include a large part of the 
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purchasing process model (Van Weele, 2005), as can be seen in Figure 2.2. Therefore it is 
highly important that the buyer is competent in the partly tactical processes (selecting 
supplier and contracting) and order function (ordering, expediting and evaluation, and 
follow-up and evaluation). According to Jackson and Shaw (2001) the fashion buyer has to 
have the following responsibilities:  
 

1. To develop and buy a range of merchandise that achieves the profit margin and is 
consistent with the retailer’s buying strategy; 

2. To source and develop products from an effective supplier base; 
3. To be responsible for the negotiation of product prices including delivery and 

payment terms; 
4. To research and evaluate all relevant product and market trends; 
5. To communicate effectively with suppliers, product teams and senior management 

within the company; 
6. To work within the constraints of merchandise planning; 
7. To effectively manage and develop the buying team. 

 
From these varying responsibilities it can be concluded that buyers have to be competent 
in multi-tasking, have to be commercial with creative flair, and have to possess a positive 
approach to problems and people, not only inside the organization, but also outside the 
organization. In Sub-section 3.2.3 the problems and causes in the Global Sourcing 
processes of fashion retailers were presented. The problems encountered in 
‘nonconformity in sample’, ‘nonconformity in order’ and ‘inadequate lead time control’ 
showed that some of the causes of problems in these areas were responsibilities of the 
buyer (coloured with green arrows in the Figures 3.9 to 3.11). A large part of these causes 
(e.g. ‘supplier is not judged on mistakes’ or  ‘no supply chain visibility’) can be mitigated 
with extra focus on buyer’s competences. It is important for fashion retailers to develop 
job-related competencies for buyers, in order to help define their responsibilities more 
clearly. In that way, Buyer’s competences can be properly monitored and evaluated.   
 
Summarized, the four key findings from this study are: 
 

1. Alignment of  Fashion Product characteristics with Global Sourcing strategy; 
2. Alignment of Organizational characteristics with Global Sourcing strategy; 
3. Focus on Supplier’s competence; 
4. Focus on Buyer’s competence. 

 
These four key findings will now be elaborated on in the next section.  

4.2 Design of a framework for the Fashion Retailer’s Global Sourcing 
environment 

For the Global Sourcing Strategy the importance of the alignment of Fashion Product 
Characteristics and Organizational Characteristics has been emphasized. These should 
therefore be considered as an Input for the Strategic decisions of the fashion retailer (far 
left in Figure 4.1). In Sub-section 3.2.1 selection criteria for determining the country and 
supplier to source from were presented. These selection criteria were: Cost, Quality, Lead 
time, Flexibility, Product Characteristics, Supplier’s competence and Corporate Social 
Responsibility. These selection criteria should not only be included in the selection 
processes, but also as focus areas in the other tactical and operational processes of the 
Supply Chain (e.g. sampling and production). As emphasized in the key findings Buyer’s 
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competence should be an additional focus area. These focus areas can be seen in the 
middle part of Figure 4.1 (Process). With the alignment of the Fashion Product 
Characteristics, Organizational Characteristics, and the Focus areas, the business 
performance can be increased by reducing the number of lost sales and maximizing the 
customer satisfaction. This can be seen far right in Figure 4.1 (Output). Hence, Figure 4.1 
represents a comprehensive model in terms of what factors to consider when designing a 
proper Global Sourcing strategy for fashion retailers. In the next sub-sections this 
framework will be elaborated on.  
 

1. Level of fashion content

2. Price-quality ratio

3. Volume of the product

Product Characteristics

Organizational Characteristics

> Strategic

> Tactical

> Operational

Focus areas in Global Sourcing Fashion Retailer’s Performance

> Reduced Lost Sales

> Customer Satisfaction

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT

2. Selling points

3. Reputation

4. Global Sourcing Experience

5. Firm’s power

6. Key targets

1. Supplier’s competence

2. Buyer’s competence

3. Cost

4. Quality

5. Lead time

6. Flexibility

7. Product Characteristics

8. Corporate Social Responsibility

1. Firm size

Monitoring & Evaluating

 
Figure 4.1: Design of the framework for fashion retailers in Global Sourcing processes 

4.2.1 Fashion Product Characteristics 
Defining the Product characteristics and effectiveness will increase the financial 
performance in increased profits, revenues and market share (Brown and Eisenhardt, 
1995). 
 

1. Level of fashion content: Basic and Fashion products versus functional and innovative 
products  

In literature a distinction is made in functional and innovative products (Fisher, 1997) and 
these are related by Şen (2008) to basic fashion products and high fashion products 
respectively. However, in reality, a functional product does not always have to be a basic 
product in fashion. For example, a waterproof raincoat designed by an important fashion 
designer cannot be seen as a basic product. In the same way, an innovative product does 
not always have to be a high fashion product. For example, a bathing suit with innovative 
stitching designed for professional swimmers cannot be seen as a high fashion product.  
 
Summarized, a fashion product has varying levels of fashion content and it is important 
for the fashion retailer to specify the requirements for the product through the whole 
chain, starting with the strategy. When determining the sourcing strategy for basic 
products, it is important to realize that in general a longer selling season can be expected 
and therefore more emphasis must be laid on the physical costs. When determining the 
sourcing strategy for high fashion products it is important to realize that shorter life cycles 
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can be expected in combination with demand peaks followed by obsolescence. Therefore 
the focus of the fashion retailer should primarily be on the lead time responsiveness and 
the supplier’s competence to produce the fashion garment. When determining the 
strategy for functional products, the retailer has to take in account that the product will 
have a more predictable demand. The focus would moreover be on the cost and quality 
when approaching suppliers (Fisher, 1997). When the sourcing strategy has to be 
determined for innovative products, unpredictable demand has to be taken in account. 
The requirements for supplier selection will in that case have more focus on speed, 
flexibility and quality (Fisher, 1997).  
 
Additionally, some fashion retailers have included organic cotton in their product 
segments. In that case more emphasis has to be laid on Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR), in determining the Global Sourcing strategy, in the supply chain process steps and 
in the relationship with the supplier. More control is necessary to find out if the supplier 
is really producing garments from organic cotton. If not, and it is not controlled properly, 
this can come out and the good will of the fashion retailer for CSR will be completely 
ruined.  
 
In the future other additional levels of fashion content can be expected since it is a 
dynamic industry always seeking for new levels. In all levels of fashion content, the 
fashion retailer has to align the characteristics of the product with its Global Sourcing 
strategy.  
 

2. The price-quality ratio of the product 
The price-quality ratio of the product is emphasized by some of the fashion retailers as a 
crucial characteristic for their organization’s reputation. If the company is known for 
their qualitative products which are expensive, the customer expects to get his money’s 
worth. For the Global Sourcing strategy of the fashion retailer it is then important to 
focus on cost and quality and in addition on the supplier’s competences.  
 

3. Volume of the product 
The volume of the product is an important product characteristic, especially for smaller 
and larger fashion retailers. If the fashion retailer has relatively small volumes, one of the 
important Focus areas should be the flexibility and the reliability of the supplier. One of 
the fashion retailers who sourced from a supplier in India had difficulties in getting his 
relatively small volume on the agreed point of time. Due to the credit crisis the supplier 
did not have many orders and preferred to do the other larger orders first for his own 
revenues. (This was pointed out in Figure 3.11 ‘inadequate lead time control’ as ‘supplier is 
opportunistic’ and ‘supplier prefers to do other orders first’). Also other firms had to deal with 
suppliers who preferred to choose for themselves instead of for their customer’s 
satisfaction. Therefore it is important to put extra focus on supplier’s capacity and 
reliability.  
 
At this point the most important Product characteristics are amplified and now the 
Organizational characteristics that should be aligned with the Global Sourcing strategy will 
be presented.  
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4.2.2 Organizational Characteristics 
In this sub-section the organizational characteristics presented in Figure 4.1 will be 
discussed sequentially: (1) ‘Firm size’, (2) ‘Selling points’, (3) ‘Reputation’, (4) ‘Global 
Sourcing experience’, (5) ‘Firm’s power’, and (6) ‘Key targets’. 
 

1. Firm size 
The size of the fashion retailer is an important characteristic for its Global Sourcing 
strategy. How many resources are available to develop the Global Sourcing strategy and 
carry this through the whole organization, in Supply Chain Management and Supplier 
Relationship Management? How many buyers are present who can control and evaluate 
the suppliers? Is the amount of suppliers balanced with firm size and resources? What 
are the requirements for suppliers with small and large firm sizes? These are questions 
that should be taken into account in order to get the best out of the processes with as 
result high performance.  
 

2. Selling points (e.g. retailer outlet, internet, wholesaler) 
It is important for a fashion retailer’s Global Sourcing strategy to take the selling points 
into account. Retailer outlets and wholesalers are more the traditional points of sale 
where the customer visits shops or stores, makes the selection, pays and takes the 
garment away with them. In the last few years ‘e-tailing’ or shopping on the Internet has 
created a new selling point for the fashion retailer. Sizing and fit will remain one of the 
most significant costs because of the high rate of customer returns of ill-fitting garments 
(Kunz and Garner, 2007). If different selling points are involved, the fashion retailer has 
to be aware that the supplier requirements can differ in flexibility and lead time among 
others. Therefore these focus areas (in the middle part of Figure 4.1) should be monitored 
and controlled adequately.  
 

3. Reputation 
If the fashion retailer has a reputation in selling innovative products, high fashion 
products, or products with a specific price-quality ratio, it is important to continue this in 
the Global Sourcing strategy and through the whole supply chain. More emphasis should 
be laid in that case on the focus areas product characteristics, cost and quality. 
Additionally, if the fashion retailer has a reputation to keep up high in corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) (e.g. organic cotton), the emphasis in the supply chain should be on 
CSR and supplier’s competence in reliability and trustworthiness. Otherwise, the 
customer will not find what he expects from the fashion retailer and this can lead to lost 
sales and customer dissatisfaction.  
 

4. Global Sourcing experience 
The experience the fashion retailer has gathered through the years and through its 
human resources is a crucial organizational characteristic. It is not only important to use 
this experience as an advantage in the Global Sourcing strategy, Supply Chain 
Management and Supplier Relationship Management. It is also important to keep and 
continue the gained experience within the firm. The current buyers should be stimulated 
to enhance their knowledge with trainings and challenges. In turn, they can share this 
knowledge with new buyers, which will enhance the Global Sourcing experience of the 
firm.  
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5. Firm’s power 
The power of the firm can be a dangerous organizational characteristic because it can give 
fashion retailers an advantage and a disadvantage at the same time. An advantage because 
of the fact that fashion retailer can negotiate harsher. One of the directors said “We say to 
them, this is what we want: this amount for this price, deal with it, if not, see you later... 
There are so many other suppliers out there.”. But from the perspective of the supplier 
this can have a negative side effect. The supplier can choose not to work with the retailer 
anymore because of its aggressive approach. In future the new digital technologies may 
fundamentally change the concept of the need to sell fashion from fashion retailer’s 
shops. Fashion product suppliers may decide to bypass conventional retail outlets since 
there are millions of Internet consumers. Retailers have to be aware of the fact that power 
is a strong weapon, but it can become useless if not used properly.  
 

6. Key targets 
The final organizational characteristic to discuss is the key target of the fashion retailer. 
During the development of the Global Sourcing strategy which can be seasonal or annual 
it is important to define the goals and focus for the coming period by purchase category 
and across the entire buy mix (Anderson and Katz, 1998). The key targets may reflect to 
for example total cost of ownership savings goals or commitment to acquire new 
technologies. According to Van Weele (2005), the more explicit the company is about the 
goals and objectives of its strategy, and the more the planning processes are formalized, 
the larger the chance is that purchasing issues are integrated into the overall sourcing 
strategy. Therefore, it is not only important to define the key targets, but also to carry it 
out through the entire organization, monitor, evaluate and adapt when necessary.  
 
All the characteristics as input for the Global Sourcing processes have been presented and 
discussed extensively. In the next sub-section the focus areas of the Global Sourcing 
Processes will be elaborated on.  

4.2.3 Focus areas 
In this sub-section the eight focus areas shown in the middle part of Figure 4.1 will be 
discussed in the following order: (1) ‘Supplier’s competence’, (2) ‘Buyer’s competence’, (3) 
‘Cost’, (4) ‘Quality’, (5) ‘Lead time’, (6) ‘Flexibility’, (7) ‘Product Characteristics’, and (8) 
‘Corporate Social Responsibility’. It is important in these areas to invest heavily in involving 
supply partners, and determining supplier performance in the area related processes, and 
not just on buying the products as effectively and efficiently as possible (Van Weele, 
2005). 
 

1. Supplier’s competence 
When sourcing core products that are repeated every season most of the time the same 
suppliers are chosen, whereas riskier fashion products that are frequently sourced come 
from new suppliers (Jackson and Shaw, 2001). For buyers it is important, whether a 
supplier is already a preferred one or a new one, to focus on the following supplier’s 
competences:  
 

• Supplier’s technical competence; 
• Supplier’s commercial competence; 
• Creative competence; 
• Communicational competence; 
• Trustworthiness; 
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• Reliability competence; 
• Supplier’s flexibility competence; 
• Supplier’s speed competence; 
• Sharing risk and uncertainties. 

 
It is important that these competences are specified according to the needs of the fashion 
retailer in order to simplify not only the selection process, but also the monitoring and 
evaluation of it. This will eventually enhance the Supplier Relationship Management.  
 

2. Buyer’s competence 
As emphasized in the key findings of this chapter, it is important for the fashion retailer 
to focus on buyer’s competences. Within the tactical processes and order function, the 
buyer has to be competent on several criteria. When fashion retailers select their buyers 
and help them develop, attention should be paid to the following criteria: 
 

• Creative competence; 
• Analytical competence; 
• Communicational competence; 
• Overall project time performance; 
• Experience; 
• Competent in evaluation of supplier and team; 
• Power (e.g. personality and negotiation skills); 
• Eager to learn. 

 
In addition, it is important for the fashion retailer to specify these buyer’s competences in 
order to simplify the selection, monitoring and evaluation processes. In that way, buyers 
can work on themselves and the company can enhance the development with specific 
trainings. 
 

3. Cost 
This focus area is probably the most important one for the buyers, since cost is one of the 
main drivers for Global Sourcing. According to Teng and Jaramillo (2005), the very 
competitive low product prices and the increasing level of quality of global suppliers have 
led apparel companies think that it is significantly cost-effective to manufacture the 
fashion products overseas. There is no doubt in the fact that this focus area has great 
influence on the supplier selection process. However, as emphasized in Sub-section 2.2.5, 
there is a bulk of hidden costs when sourcing fashion products globally. Especially the 
cost of lost sales as a result of late delivery is probably the most damaging for the fashion 
retailer. Therefore, within this focus area it is important to select the suppliers based on 
his selling price, the internal cost factor (Teng and Jaramillo (2005) (including product 
price, transportation and quality), and the cost for ordering and invoicing.  
 

4. Quality 
Depending on characteristics and the strategy of the fashion retailer, the product’s quality 
and the supplier’s quality are important focus areas. The product quality can be 
determined from the sampling processes, production processes and the amount of sales. 
The supplier’s quality level can beforehand be determined with ISO 9000 certifications 
or other certifications from recognized organizations. During the relationship supplier’s 
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quality can be measured with customer service and percentage of on-time deliveries 
(Teng and Jaramillo, 2005).  
 

5. Lead time 
‘Inadequate lead time control’ was one of the most important problem areas, since all 
nine fashion retailers have pointed this area out. The buyer should concentrate on 
making the supply chain more visible and lead times more controlled, together with the 
supplier. Furthermore, it is important for the buyers to keep communicating with the 
suppliers about the lead time in order to prevent surprises in the end of the processes. To 
conclude, it is important for the fashion retailer to take the geographic location of the 
supplier into account when selecting the supplier in order to plan logistics.  
 

6. Flexibility 
As emphasized earlier in this section, volume of the order (which is important for 
especially smaller and larger orders), depends mostly on the flexibility of the supplier’s 
capacity. The buyer should be aware of capacity switches and select the supplier on his 
flexibility and reliability.  
 

7. Product characteristics 
Product characteristics are already discussed as input for the Global Sourcing strategy. 
However, it is also important to base the selection of the suppliers and the planning of the 
supply chain on several product characteristics. Basic, fashion, functional, innovative 
were already mentioned. Seasonal products also deserve special attention due to the fact 
that the combination with lead time should be taken into account. Bathing suits should 
for example be in stores in March, since the peak selling moment will probably be in 
April and May. If this seasonal product has a delay (e.g. supplier has to wait for raw 
materials), and can be delivered in the end of April, this can result into lost sales.  
 

8. Corporate Social Responsibility 
To finalize, every fashion retailer should take this focus area into account in its sourcing 
processes. However, if the fashion retailer has special key targets in CSR-related issues, it 
is important to put more effort on this focus area, in order to be successful in the 
realization of it.  

4.2.4 Monitoring operations and Evaluations 
The bottom part of the framework in Figure 4.1 represents the monitoring of the 
operations and evaluating them, depending on the characteristics and focus areas chosen 
by the fashion retailer. According to Van Weele (2005), expediting should be 
implemented, which contains the monitoring and control of the order to secure supply. 
Furthermore, follow-up and evaluations will be covered, in order to rate and rank 
suppliers, settle claims, and keep product and supplier files up-to-date.  
 
It is important that the fashion buyers communicate their findings through the 
organization and with the suppliers. Buyer’s competence is therefore an important focus 
area to monitor and evaluate on a frequent base. Additionally, supplier feedback on the 
buyer’s performance should be determined. In Sub-section 3.2.3 it was presented that 
four of the fashion retailers did not (at all) shared information about feedback of the 
supplier on the retailer’s performance. If this will be done on a regular base, the fashion 
retailer can anticipate on the needs of the buyer to develop and in that way get the best of 
the buyer’s competences. This will reduce the problems resulting from buyer’s 
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responsibility, e.g. ‘bad communication with supplier’ or ‘more creative buyers than 
quality controllers’. This will minimize the impact of the problem areas which will result 
in a minimization of ‘lost sales’.  
 
Furthermore, Supplier’s competence is an important focus area to monitor and evaluate, on 
both an individual and a comparative basis. This will give the fashion buyers a clear 
picture of true levels of supplier performance in more detailed formats. If proper forms 
are standardized, and monitored for several suppliers on a frequent base, the evaluation 
in the end will become less complicated and more successful. Consequently, the selection 
of new suppliers will be improved, since the buyer has more visibility in the requirements 
for a supplier. By monitoring and evaluating ‘Buyer’s competence’, ‘Supplier’ 
competence’ and the other selected focus areas on a daily base, many of the problems 
encountered in the problem areas of the fashion retailers can be avoided. Consequently 
more control and visibility on the Global Sourcing processes will be created which will 
improve the fashion retailer’s business performance.  
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5 Conclusions, Recommendations and Future Research 
In the first section of this final chapter, Section 5.1, conclusions from each chapter and 
answers to the sub-questions will be presented. This will be followed by the answer to the 
research question of this study. In Section 5.2 the limitations of the study will be 
discussed. Section 5.3 will contain recommendations for practitioners. In the last section, 
Section 5.4 recommendations for future research will be presented. 

5.1 Conclusions 
In the first chapter an introduction was given about Global Sourcing and the Fashion 
Industry. Since sourcing activities of fashion retailers received less attention in the Global 
Sourcing studies, the academic significance of this study is high. Furthermore, since the 
project is conducted at Capgemini Consulting and a lot of fashion retailers are among 
their clients with need for control and visibility on the Global Sourcing processes, the 
practical significance is of high importance. From the orienting interviews the following 
problem definition was defined: 
  
The fashion retailers have insufficient control and visibility on the Global Sourcing processes 
with regard to the Supplier Relationship Management which leads to lost sales. 
 
The research question that steered this study was based on this problem definition and 
was stated as follows:  
 
How can Supplier Relationship Management support Global Sourcing strategy to contribute to 
the performance of fashion retailers?  
 
To enable to answer this research question five sub-questions were derived:  
 

1. What are the current problems with suppliers related to Global Sourcing processes in the 
Fashion Industry? 

 
2. What are the causes of these problems with regard to suppliers? 

 
3. How are these problems related to each other? 

 
4. In which way do these problems influence Global Sourcing processes of fashion retailers 

and what is the impact of the problems on their performance?  
 

5. How can these problems be solved in order to increase the performance of fashion 
retailers?  

 
Within Chapter two a literature review was conducted with main focus areas Global 
Sourcing, Supply Chain Management and Supplier Relationship Management. The main 
findings from this study on these bodies of knowledge are as follows. 
 
Global Sourcing:  
Drivers for sourcing globally are mainly cost, quality and reliability. Critical success 
factors are: Personnel with required knowledge and skills, Availability of required 
information (Trent and Monczka, 2003b), Executive commitment to Global Sourcing, 
Rigorous and well-defined processes, Supportive Organizational Design, Structured 
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approaches to communication and Methodologies for measuring savings (Trent and 
Monczka, 2005) 

 
Supply Chain Management: 
The strategy chosen within the supply chain strategy is specifically for fashion industries 
of significant value and clearly impact the competitive performance (Christopher et al., 
2006).  
 
Supplier Relationship Management: 
Although there are in literature many pitfalls analyzed in buyer-supplier relationships, 
relatively few works address the link between buyer-supplier relationships and firm’s 
performance through empirical research (Saccani and Perona, 2007). Therefore, more 
research is required in this field of study. However, from the several literature reviews it 
can be concluded that it is important for organizations to put the centre of attention on 
the organization’s corresponding objectives with the most significant Focus areas to 
maximize the Business performance. Eventually the close interaction between buyer and 
supplier will improve the quality of the purchased products which will result in increased 
profit and better customer satisfaction. 
 
In Chapter three, the exploratory study was described which resulted from the in-depth 
interviews. The first sub-question was stated as follows:  
 
Sub-question 1:  What are the problems with suppliers related to Global Sourcing processes in 
the Fashion Industry? 
 
The Global Sourcing processes were analyzed in Sub-section 3.2.3 and five main 
problems were identified. The first problem identified encountered the lack of planning 
and preparation among the retailers concerned with regard to their design processes. 
Therefore the first problem was stated as: ‘Ad hoc design process’. The second problem 
identified encountered problems in the selection of the right source of supply. Adequate 
source selection suffered from time restrictions. Consequently, the second problem was 
stated as ‘Supplier Selection’. The third problem was identified related to difficulties within 
the sampling processes. This problem was identified as: ‘Nonconformity in sample’. The 
fourth problem encountered problems related to timely supply and insufficient control of 
suppliers. This problem was stated as ‘Nonconformity in order’. The fifth and last identified 
problem was due to lack of supply chain visibility and unknown lead times which resulted 
in ‘Inadequate Lead time control’. These five problems were visualized in a cause and effect 
diagram (Figure 3.12) with ‘Lost sales’ as the resulting main problem.  
 
The answer to the second sub-question: 
 
Sub-question 2: What are the causes of the problems with regard to suppliers? 
 
was presented in the cause and effect diagram. The causes of the identified problems 
were diverse, resulting from problematic issues related to the supplier, as well as the 
buyer, their relationship and external factors.  
 
Sub-question 3: How are these problems related to each other? 
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How these problems are related to each other was discussed in Sub-section 3.2.3. This 
was done by showing the relationship between having problems in the Global Sourcing 
processes and the amount of information shared with the supplier about these problems.  
Remarkable was the fact that the fashion retailers who shared the least information about 
the problems with the suppliers, encountered the most problems within those areas. The 
relations between the problems were further elaborated on in Chapter four on strategic, 
tactical and operational level. 
 
Sub-question 4: In which way do these problems influence Global Sourcing processes of 
fashion retailers and what is the impact of the problems on their performance?  
 
In Sub-section 3.2.4 it has been discussed how the problems from sub-question one 
influence the processes and what the impact is on the performance. All the fashion 
retailers emphasized that the problems that were identified resulted in lost sales. And as a 
result of this, low customer satisfaction. 
 
In Chapter four, four key findings from the confrontation between theory and practice 
were emphasized. The first key finding included the alignment of the Fashion Product 
characteristics with the Global Sourcing strategy of the fashion retailer. Important aspects 
to consider when designing a proper Global Sourcing strategy for fashion found to be: (1) 
‘Level of fashion content’, (2) ‘The price-quality ratio of the product’, and (3)‘Volume of 
the product’. The second key finding related to the alignment of Organizational 
characteristics with the Global Sourcing strategy. These characteristics included: (1) ‘Firm 
size’, (2) ‘Selling points’, (3) ‘Reputation’, (4) ‘Global Sourcing experience’, (5) ‘Firm’s 
power’, and (6) ‘Key targets’. The product and organizational characteristics were 
visualized as input for the Global Sourcing processes of fashion retailers in Figure 4.1. 
The third key finding emphasized the importance of the focus area ‘Supplier’s competence’ 
within the Global Sourcing processes. The last key finding related to the importance of 
the focus area ‘Buyer’s competence’. These two focus areas were visualized together with 
other focus areas in the middle part of Figure 4.1.  
 
The last sub-question: 
 
Sub-question 5: How can these problems be solved in order to increase the performance of 
fashion retailers?  
 
is answered as follows. Since there is a substantial difference between fashion retailers in 
terms of product and organizational characteristics and problem areas, there is no one 
best solution to reduce the problems in order to increase the performance of the fashion 
retailers. However, by focusing on the most important Product Characteristics and 
Organizational Characteristics, the focus areas can be determined. The Global Sourcing 
strategy, the focus areas in SCM, and the monitoring and evaluating of them will result in 
a reduction of problems. As a consequence, the fashion retailer will benefit from a 
reduction of lost sales and a higher customer satisfaction.   
 
The answers to the sub-questions provide the foundation for answering the research 
question: “How can Supplier Relationship Management support Global Sourcing strategy to 
contribute to the performance of fashion retailers?” Supplier Relationship Management 
(SRM) should be aligned with the fashion retailer’s Global Sourcing Strategy. Not only 
Product characteristics and Organizational characteristics within the strategy should be 
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aligned with SRM. Also the areas (1) Supplier’s competence, (2) Buyer’s competence, (3) 
Cost, (4) Quality, (5) Lead time, (6) Flexibility, (7) Product Characteristics, and (8) 
Corporate Social Responsibility in the Supply Chain Management should be considered 
as important input factors to SRM. This is visualized in Figure 4.2 which presents the 
three bodies of knowledge strengthened with the findings from theory and practice. In 
that way the processes which are truly important can be monitored and evaluated in a 
standardized way which will positively contribute to the performance of the fashion 
retailers. Every fashion retailer has its own objectives and own focus areas. Therefore no 
general recipes are suggested. This explains why the report is titled: ‘One size does not fit 
all’. There clearly is no one best solution for fashion retailers to solve the many issues and 
challenges represented by their Global Sourcing strategies and practices. Each retailer has 
to determine its own focus areas from the presented framework in order to increase its 
business performance.  
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Figure 4.2: The alignment of Global Sourcing, SCM and SRM for the improvement of the Business Performance of 
Fashion retailers 

5.2 Limitations of the study 
Due to the credit crisis that started in the end of 2008, a few months before the start of 
this study, fashion retailers were reticent in sharing their information with other parties. 
Therefore difficulties were experienced in finding fashion retailers who wanted to 
contribute to the study. Without the own network in fashion this would have been more 
difficult and probably less than nine companies would have contributed to the study.  
 
Not only the crisis was a reason for contribution to this study, also the competitive nature 
of the fashion retail industry played an important role. For this reason, the fashion 
retailers who contributed to this study preferred to stay anonymous and therefore no 
demographic data of the companies were presented. This could have played an important 
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role in the analysis since then the problems encountered could be related to the retailer’s 
characteristics.  
 
Furthermore, if more persons from one company from financial, operational, and senior 
management would have contributed to the study, the problems and causes could have 
been analyzed from more perspectives. Unfortunately this was not realizable within the 
time-restrictions of this study and the willingness of the companies.  
 
Another limitation is that this study has been conducted from the perspective of the 
buyer, and for that reason only the buyer’s side of the operations have been analyzed. The 
study would have had an extra dimension if global suppliers had contributed to this study. 
However, since the study is conducted in the Netherlands, this was not realizable.  
 
Initially, the framework would be presented to the fashion retailers that contributed to 
this study. This would be done with a Round Table Meeting in order to evaluate the 
findings. Due to the summer holidays, unfortunately seven of the nine fashion retailers 
were not able to attend. Therefore the Round Table Meeting will take place a few months 
after the end of this Master Thesis Project, and feedback cannot be reported in this thesis.  

5.3 Recommendations for Practitioners 
It is recommended for practitioners to develop requirements for supplier’s competence, 
to manage these requirements through the whole organization, and to make it able to 
monitor and evaluate the supplier’s competence in a standardized way. Consequently, the 
Supplier’s competence can be tied to buyer’s objectives and supplier performance 
incentives. Furthermore, if suppliers are involved earlier in the processes and in the 
requirements for Supplier’s competence, this can help key suppliers’ involvement in the 
organizations’ objectives.  
 
The most important critical success factor in Global Sourcing processes is personnel with 
required knowledge, skills and abilities. It is important for fashion retailers to develop 
job-related competencies for personnel with special focus on the buyers. This will help to 
define their responsibilities more clearly. In that way, Buyer’s competences can be properly 
monitored and evaluated.   
 
A fashion product has varying levels of fashion content and other Product characteristics. 
Additionally, fashion retailers have varying Organizational characteristics. Therefore, it is 
important for the fashion retailer to specify the requirements for these characteristics and 
the focus areas for their Global Sourcing processes. This should not only be done in the 
beginning when determining the strategy, but through the whole supply chain. The more 
explicit the fashion retailer is in its Product and Organizational characteristics, and the 
more the processes are formalized, the larger the chance is that the Global sourcing 
processes are integrated through the overall Supply Chain Management and Supplier 
Relationship Management.  

5.4 Recommendations for Future Research 
For future research on fashion retailers and their Global Sourcing processes it would be 
interesting to compare these results with more Dutch fashion retailers, and more West-
European fashion retailers in order to compare and find the resemblances and 
differences. It would be interesting to compare in that way if the framework contains the 
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most important Product characteristics, Organizational characteristics and Focus areas, and if 
other characteristics or areas should be added.  
 
Concerning generalizations, it would be interesting to assess the designed framework for 
the fashion industry on other industries. In that way, Product and Organizational 
characteristics can be hold to the light of the focus areas, and the Strategic, Tactical and 
Operational levels can be compared with the same levels from the framework of this 
study.  
 
Furthermore, since very few studies combined the organizational characteristics with the 
Global Sourcing strategy it is recommended for future research to investigate the impact 
of these characteristics.  
 
Within the time restrictions of this study, it was not possible to investigate quantitatively 
what magnitude the effect of the designed framework has on the business performance. 
Future research can elaborate more on the effect on business performance 
 
To finalize, as emphasized in the limitations, this study has been conducted from the 
perspective of the fashion retailer’s buyers. For future research it is recommended that in 
addition suppliers from overseas contribute to the study. In that way, their perceptions on 
the problems, the Supplier’s competences and on Buyer’s competences can be taken into 
account.   
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Appendix A: Request for contribution 
 
In order to find fashion retailers who wanted to contribute to this study varying channels 
have been used. Contacts from Capgemini and from my own network were approached. 
In addition fashion forums and Network associations on internet were used to gather 
more responses. The mail sent to the potential interviewees was set up as follows: 
 
Dear madam / sir, 
 
My name is Gül Ören, and I am a student at University of Technology, Eindhoven. At the 
moment I am conducting my Master Project for the Master Program Innovation 
Management under supervision of prof. dr. Arjan van Weele. The company in which this 
project is conducted is Capgemini Consulting.  
 
I have a passion for purchasing and Supply Management and I am actively involved in the 
Dutch Association for Purchasing Management (NEVI). Furthermore I am Chairwoman 
of the student organization Young Purchasing Students in which I, together with the 
board, try to bring students and companies together in this field.  
 
Another passion I have is for the Fashion Industry and therefore I am glad to conduct my 
graduation project about fashion retailers in a global sourcing environment. What I am 
mainly interested in are the problems that fashion retailers encounter in global sourcing 
and supplier relationship maangement, and how these problems could be solved.  
 
Within my orientation phase it became clear that problems like quality, long lead times 
and Corporate Social Responsibility were present in supplier relationships. Additionaly, 
in literature it was stated that with proper supplier relationship management better 
Global SOurcing Processes and Supply Performance could be reached. Therefore my 
Research Question is stated as follows: 
 
“How can Supplier Relationship Management support Global Sourcing strategy to 
contribute to the performance of fashion retailers?” 
 
To answer this question I need input from fashion retailers for my research. I would like 
to conduct this with in-depth interviews. Per fashion retailer I would like to interview 
three persons who are involved in the Global Sourcing processes. This can be from 
diverse angles, e.g. strategic, operational and financial processes. These persons will be 
interviewed for approximately one hour. The questions will be mainly about the global 
sourcing processes and the problems encountered. If preferred, this can be done 
anonymously.  
 
I hope that you became as enthusiastic as I am and would therefore like to contribute to 
my research. For more information you can mail me at g.e.oren@student.tue.nl or call 
me at +31 642090806.  
 
Kind regards, 
Gül Ören   
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Appendix B: Fashion retailers 
 
Fashion Retailer A: 
Number of employees : 1400 
Number of stores: 145 
Number of countries: 5 
Turnover:  Between € 150 million and €200 million 
Global Sourcing Process:  
 
 

 
 
 
Fashion Retailer B: 
Number of employees :  Around 500  
Number of stores: 85 
Number of countries: 2 
Turnover:  Unknown 
Global Sourcing Process:  
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Fashion Retailer C:  
Number of employees : 6000 
Number of stores: 900 
Number of countries: 65 
Turnover: Over $ 3 billion 
Global Sourcing Process:  
 

 
 
 
Fashion Retailer D:  
Number of employees : About 550 
Number of stores: 5165 
Number of countries: 62 
Turnover: About € 470 Million 
Global Sourcing Process:  
 

 
 
 
Fashion Retailer E: 
Number of employees : 12000 
Number of stores: 62 
Number of countries: 1 
Turnover: About € 420 million 
Global Sourcing Process:  
 

 
 
 
Fashion Retailer F: 
Number of employees : 4100 
Number of stores:  12 
Number of countries:  1 
Turnover: Unknown 
Global Sourcing Process:  
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Fashion Retailer G: 
Number of employees : 900 
Number of stores: 3300 
Number of countries: 16 
Turnover:  About €200 million 
Global Sourcing Process:  
 

 
 
 
Fashion Retailer H: 
Number of employees : 5 
Number of stores: 0 (online only) 
Number of countries:  All over Europe 
Turnover:  Unknown 
Global Sourcing Process:  
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Product 
Development
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Fashion Retailer I: 
Number of employees :  Unknown 
Number of stores: 440 
Number of countries:  6 
Turnover:  Unknown 
Global Sourcing Process:  
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Appendix C: Questions from the in-depth Interviews 
 
1. In which countries do you source?  
 
2. How do you determine which country or supplier to source from? 
 
3. In order to visualize the Global Sourcing Process, what are the process steps from the 

Product Design to delivery at Distribution Centre? (The answer to this question is 
modelled together) 

 
4. Which steps are conducted differently when basic, fashion or other fashion products 

are sourced?  
 
5. In the visualization of the Global Sourcing Processes in question three, which steps 

contain the primary problem areas? 
 
6. In literature some problems have been identified. Please number the problems with 1 

= No problem, 3 = Moderate problem and 5 = Major problem. Lengthened 
material/components/service lead times, Supplier delivery, Supplier quality, Locating 
qualified suppliers, Lack of qualified business unit personnel to support the worldwide 
sourcing process, Difficulty evaluating supplier capability and performance, Culture-
based resistance, Transfer of work to new suppliers, and Political uncertainty.  

 
7. What is the impact of the identified problems in the Global Sourcing Processes 

(question 3) on your performance?  
 
8. Which problems have decreased over the last 5-10 years?  
 
9. Which problems have increased over the last 5-10 years?  
 
10. What are the potential causes of the identified problems?  
 
11.  What is being done to reduce or solve these problems? 
 
12. What else do you think could be done to reduce or solve these problems? 
 
13. What is the magnitude of the information shared with key suppliers on Supplier 

quality performance, Supplier delivery performance, Supplier cost performance, 
Supplier responsiveness/flexibility, Supplier technology contribution, Supplier 
feedback about your own performance, Ranking of suppliers, Future plans. Pleas 
number with 1 = Not at all, 3 = Somewhat, 5 = Extensively.  

 
14. What is being done to understand the culture and the way of working of the supplier? 
 
15. Does your personnel have the right knowledge and skills to deal with the challenging 

environment of Global Sourcing?  
 
16. Is personnel being trained and developed to deal with global suppliers? 
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